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This thesis explores the role that curriculum-based environmental education plays in 
influencing young people’s wellbeing. It adopts a social constructivist approach to 
understand how wellbeing is understood, articulated and experienced by young people in 
residential learning environments. The thesis argues that positivistic and adult-centred 
accounts of wellbeing have restricted our appreciation of the diverse ways in which young 
people engage with and recognise their emotions in educational settings. In adopting an 
alternative framework, the thesis argues for experiential and subjective understandings of 
wellbeing to be developed through a range of methodological tools. The research sought to 
develop these ideas by focusing on the experiences of students visiting the Field Studies 
Centre at Slapton Ley (Devon, UK) and utilised focus groups and solicited participant diaries, 
providing a basis for phenomenological inquiry that enabled a direct engagement with young 
people participating in environmental education programmes.   
 
The empirical research focused on the experiences of young people between the 
ages of 14 and 18 years on a residential, curriculum-based environmental education 
programme and examined the role and potential of environmental education for supporting 
the wellbeing of young people. From an initial thematic analysis of the data, five elements 
were identified as key to the participants’ wellbeing: wellbeing as multidimensional, social 
elements, psychological elements, physical health and environmental elements. These 
elements were then used to provide a framing for understanding young people’s 
experiences of wellbeing throughout the lived experience of curriculum-based 
environmental education and, as a result, the research yielded three themes that provide an 
understanding of the key experiences of environmental education and its connection to 
wellbeing: experiences of place, experiences of people, and the learning experience. Using 
these themes and the participants’ conceptualisations of wellbeing, the research then 
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explored how strategies can be developed within environmental education to promote the 
wellbeing of young people and reveals the importance of fostering feelings of restoration, 
increasing social bonds and developing a sense of achievement and accomplishment. 
Consequently, this research contributes to the fields of environmental education and health 
and wellbeing research within a geographical context through demonstrating the importance 
of qualitative approaches in revealing the ways young people articulate their emotions in 
educational settings. Alongside this, it challenges assumptions about the way nature is 
utilised in wellbeing interventions, highlighting the role that social and cultural backgrounds 
can play in the way nature is experienced by different groups and how this can be addressed 
within environmental education. Therefore, a key contribution of this research is in providing 
an empirical analysis for the relationship between environmental education and wellbeing, 
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1.1. Research context: wellbeing and young people’s lives  
Socioeconomic disparities, globalisation, environmental degradation and political 
instability are reshaping the contexts of young people’s lives (Ansell, 2016; Butler & Muir, 
2017; Parmar et al., 2016). Young people are being increasingly exposed to complex ways 
of thinking, experiences, problems and pressures that they may not be well equipped to 
handle, and there is growing evidence that social pressures are seeing mental health and 
wellbeing issues in young people grow at an unprecedented rate (Hagell et al., 2015; 
Pitchforth et al., 2019). There has been expressed concern for the wellbeing of young 
people, as research has shown that their levels of stress have been building as a result of 
academic pressures and the impact of social media upon perceptions of physical 
appearance and popularity, fuelled by high expectations of peers (Aveyard, 2018; 
McLoughlin et al., 2018). Further to this, the increase in young people engaging with online 
forms of communication has led to a rise in reports of anxiety, depressive symptoms, poor 
self‐worth, social isolation and loneliness, psychosomatic complaints, suicidal ideation, and 
suicide attempts (Al-Ghabban, 2018; Cowie & Myers, 2021). The current Covid 19 crisis has 
been seen to exacerbate issues that surround the mental health and wellbeing of young 
people and as a result, the importance of the wellbeing of young people has never been 
more apparent in wider society and media as it is now, as Covid 19 is considered to have a 
considerable impact upon young people’s developmental trajectories (Cowie & Myers, 2021; 
Gonzalez et al., 2020; Imran et al., 2020). According to the United Nations (2020), there is 
a heightening concern for young people’s psychological and physical wellbeing as normal 
life course activities have been disrupted and restrictive guidelines stemming from the Covid 
19 pandemic have hampered young people’s activities and social interactions.  
The adolescent years have been highlighted as a critical transition period for young 
people, within which rapid physical, emotional, social, and cognitive development occurs. 
As a result, these years are considered a key opportunity for the prevention of ill mental 
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health through interventions that support and develop the health and wellbeing of young 
people, helping them to grow and develop healthily into adulthood (Inchley et al., 2020). 
Research has demonstrated that mental health difficulties during the life stage of 
adolescence can negatively impact young people’s physical health, educational attainment 
and participation and satisfaction with work, alongside impacting upon mental health and 
wellbeing in later adult life (Breslau et al., 2008; Patel et al., 2007; Pitchforth et al., 2019). 
Therefore, research must explore approaches and interventions that support and develop 
the wellbeing of young people. It is against this backdrop of the aforementioned health and 
wellbeing concerns of young people that there has been growing emphasis placed upon 
education and public health policy for supporting the prevention of wellbeing issues in young 
people and developing early interventions, based upon the positive role that schools and 
educational contexts are considered to play in the promotion of mental health (Haycock et 
al., 2020; Walker et al., 2019).  
Research has identified a wide range of benefits that arise from education, such as 
labour market outcomes, feelings of higher status, self-esteem, and other psychological and 
emotional domains. Several literature reviews have highlighted the positive impact of 
education on subjective wellbeing, revealing that the school climate is associated with a 
range of different affective, behavioural, academic and health-related outcomes (Cohen et 
al., 2009; Thapa et al., 2013). Subsequently, as highlighted by Cornelius-White (2007), the 
use of the term wellbeing as an explicit educational aim has become increasingly common. 
In its 2015 report, Future in Mind (Department of Health, 2015), the Children and Young 
People’s Mental Health Taskforce made a set of recommendations on school-based mental 
health and stated a national commitment to encourage schools to develop whole-school 
approaches to promoting health and wellbeing that was endorsed by Public Health England 
(PHE) (Public Health England, 2015). Resulting from this, the British government published 
a set of proposals (DH & DfE, 2018) reinforcing the government's commitment to expanding 
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the role of schools for supporting the wellbeing of young people that followed the publication 
of the 2017 Green Paper Transforming Children and Young People’s Mental Health 
Provision (DH & DfE, 2017).  
Furthermore, the rise in mental health disorders in young people worldwide has 
highlighted an increasing need for experiences that are readily available to young people to 
support their mental health and wellbeing development and subsequently, there is a strong 
argument that outdoor education practices such as environmental education should 
constitute towards a comprehensive nature-based public health strategy (Pryor et al., 2005). 
Evidence suggests that contact with nature is important for young people as it is significantly 
associated with promoting imagination, creativity, cognitive and intellectual development, 
and enhancing social relationships. Alongside this, stronger feelings of connection to nature 
are also found to positively correlate with higher levels of self-esteem (Kellert, 2005). From 
an educational perspective, it is considered that contact with nature enhances young 
people’s development of cognitive and emotional connections to their social and biophysical 
worlds, enhancing their knowledge of nature and understanding of their place in the world 
(Bratman et al., 2015; Cramer, 2008; Wilson & Wilson, 2007). 
In order to develop appropriate strategies for supporting wellbeing in educational 
based settings, research needs to consider what influences young people’s experiences of 
wellbeing in these settings. There is considerable literature about effective approaches to 
educational change for wellbeing, with some attempts to position young people and students 
in discussions surrounding educational reform and their wellbeing (Cook-Sather, 2006; 
Fullan, 2005; Hargreaves & Shirley, 2009; Joyce & Calhoun, 1991; Kostenius, 2011). As 
research seeks to better understand the mental health and wellbeing of young people, the 
focus of research needs to be on the young people themselves in order to truly progress our 
understanding of their experiences of wellbeing. The emerging interdisciplinary field of 
childhood studies has extensively documented the importance and legitimacy of involving 
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children and young people in research and has highlighted the need for an emphasis on 
research that accesses and prioritises young people’s understandings of experiences that 
relate to their lives (Allinson, 2007; deMarrais & Tisdale, 2002; Hill, 2005; Scott, 2008). 
This research explores how young people experience wellbeing in the setting of 
curriculum-based environmental education, in order to provide an insight into the effective 
design and delivery of environmental education programmes to support the development of 
young people’s wellbeing. In addition, this study will seek to further the case for utilising 
qualitative-based research approaches with young people in order to position their 
perspectives at the heart of research that concerns their everyday lives. There is a growing 
body of research into the mediators of wellbeing for young people, mostly within 
developmental and psychology literature; however, much of this research has focused on 
quantitative, positivist explorations of young people’s wellbeing. Therefore, this research 
utilises a social constructivist framework, conducting an in-depth, inductive, qualitative 
inquiry into the complex linkages between environmental education and wellbeing in order 
to fill existing theoretical and empirical gaps in the literature. 
This chapter introduces the research by broadly exploring the key components of this 
thesis. It begins by providing an overview of the literature and the research problem in order 
to provide context for the research objectives. The research objectives are then outlined, 
followed by an overview of the research setting, research strategy and contributions, and 
empirical framework. The structure of the thesis is then outlined, concluding this chapter.   
 
1.1.1 Understanding wellbeing 
Research and interest in wellbeing has grown dramatically over the last decade. 
However, whilst the concept of wellbeing is growing in both national and international 
agendas, the definition of wellbeing remains a controversial topic — wellbeing is considered 
a complex, multifaceted construct that has eluded definition and measurement and has 
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become a rapidly adopted and operationalised term yet still, a little-understood concept as 
the definition of wellbeing continues to be unresolved (Bell et al., 2017; Forgeard et al., 2011; 
Pollard & Lee, 2003). 
A major contributing factor towards the difficulty in defining wellbeing is often 
considered to be the interdisciplinary nature within which wellbeing is used. On one side, 
wellbeing has been operationalised in a material context, where levels of wealth, economic 
growth, and development are viewed as positive indicators of societal wellbeing. This idea 
of wellbeing is based on the assumption that increased individual and population wealth 
allows individuals to acquire a better quality of life, based on higher incomes and 
consumption of goods, alongside the greater quality of services available to people 
(Andrews et al., 2014; D’Acci, 2011; Paul Dolan & White, 2007). Criticisms of this approach 
have been raised owing to differing views on how to achieve higher levels of wellbeing 
through the economy as there is growing evidence that disparities exist between levels of 
GDP and reported wellbeing across societies (Kitchin & Thrift, 2009; Stevenson & Wolfers, 
2008). Wellbeing is also viewed as an individual’s subjective evaluation of one's life. 
Commonly known as subjective wellbeing, this refers to wellbeing as an individual’s 
collective thoughts and feelings as to how their life is going according to themselves and 
their feelings of life satisfaction. Reflecting an individual’s evaluation of their own life, 
subjective wellbeing refers to the emotional quality of an individual’s everyday experiences 
and the frequency of positive and negative feelings that make an individual’s life pleasant or 
unpleasant (Diener & Ryan, 2009; Gasper, 2007). However, there remains a debate as to 
how wellbeing should be defined in this context with terms such as quality of life, flourishing, 
life satisfaction, and the ability to fulfil goals often used to capture wellbeing. These multiple 
terms highlight the multidisciplinary nature of wellbeing but are often considered to place a 
focus on descriptions and dimensions of wellbeing rather than a solid definition of the term 
(Christopher, 1999; Dodge et al., 2012).  
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Wellbeing is a term that is widely operationalised as a concept within organisations 
and by policymakers, and is becoming an important term that is being understood and used 
by individuals within society - with this in mind wellbeing is often considered to be a socially 
constructed term that is embedded in society and culture and prone to redefinition over time 
(Fattore et al., 2007). Many previous attempts at defining wellbeing have often been 
criticised for being too individualistic, leading to the consideration that we need to better 
understand the societal and cultural influences of how individuals come to understand and 
experience wellbeing to create a shared definition. Deneulin & McGregor (2010) reason that 
shared meanings are consciously and unconsciously present in social interactions and as a 
result, wellbeing must be viewed as socially and psychologically co-constituted. 
With growing interest in how to improve the wellbeing of individuals and society and 
wellbeing being indisputably complex, questions as to where this leaves wellbeing research 
and policy arise. Bache et al (2016) view wellbeing as a ‘wicked problem’. Wicked problems 
are seen as ubiquitous, difficult to define and have no definitive or objective answers, as 
Coyne (2005) argues, wicked problems that are ill-defined and awkward are the norm in 
policymaking with well-defined and rational policy-making being an exception (Coyne, 2005; 
Peters, 2017). This understanding of wicked problems resonates with current debates on 
wellbeing, with a central argument surrounding how we define wellbeing for policy and 
practice. Bache et al (2016) state it is easy for individuals to say what they feel is important 
for their wellbeing; however, policy processes consist of a plethora of different organisations 
and parties all with different interests and values. What makes wellbeing a wicked problem 
is based upon the previously described lack of definition of wellbeing, there are no definitive 
factors involved in the construct of wellbeing, no exhaustively describable solution set, 
choice of explanation is based on the solution and the problem is resolved rather than solved 
(Bache et al., 2016). However, viewing wellbeing as an ill-defined concept presents an 
opportunity to embrace wellbeing as multidimensional, as Conklin (2005) states, the first 
8 
 
step in understanding a wicked problem is to recognise its nature and come to understand 
that with wicked problems there is very rarely a set solution (Head, 2008). Attempting to 
capture wellbeing in a single metric or definition has a clear appeal for policy by producing 
easy-to-analyse statistics, but arguably this presents a detrimental problem for 
understanding wellbeing in different ways. Mathews and Izquierdo (2008) comment that the 
very act of measuring wellbeing presumes a common cultural scale, privileging some 
cultural conceptions over others and assuming a single mode of wellbeing. 
It remains a problem that the operationalisation of wellbeing raises limitations and 
questions, however wellbeing remains an important term and concept for many areas in 
public policy and research. The need to readdress our understanding of wellbeing has been 
called for by researchers and policymakers and to focus on the very reasons why wellbeing 
has become so hard to define (Bache et al., 2016; Fuller, 2016; Scaria et al., 2020). 
Wellbeing is a complex idea with multiple different understandings. By compartmentalising 
wellbeing into set domains and definitions, we present a possible danger of losing the value 
of wellbeing that makes it so easy to be used in different settings (Smith & Reid, 2018). By 
leaving the very understanding of wellbeing open to redefinition, the nature of wellbeing and 
its subjectivity is kept sensitive to the diverse cultural and social meanings of the term, to 
ensure that measurement, assessment and policy are meeting the needs of all members of 
society (Gillett-Swan, 2014). 
 
1.1.2 Wellbeing in young people’s lives  
Research into the concept of wellbeing has increased over the last decade and has 
been attributed to the number of global social, economic, cultural, and ecological changes 
that the human race is facing (Bessant et al., 2017; Horton, 2016; Signoretta et al., 2019). 
As a result, the wellbeing of society has grown in importance amongst political policy as it 
becomes increasingly more recognised that wellbeing is directly related to the economy, 
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political ideals, and sustainable development (Andersen, 2015; Kickbusch, 2012). The 
importance of wellbeing in young people is also undisputed; it has long been considered 
that positive subjective wellbeing builds resources that enhance coping mechanisms to deal 
with life stressors and is considered a prerequisite for optimal mental health (Cohn et al., 
2009; Diener & Chan, 2011; Fredrickson, 2001; Park, 2004). 
This research will place a focus on the wellbeing of young people between the ages 
of 14 and 18 years, as discussed further in chapter 3. The age at which young people 
navigate both secondary school and college brings challenges from multiple areas, with 
changes in social behaviours, cognitive maturation, school pressures and levels of 
independence leading to the occurrence of increased levels of stress (Chaplin, 2009; 
Uusitalo-Malmivaara, 2014). Studies have demonstrated a lack of motivation and decreased 
positive attitudes towards education during secondary school (Van Petegem et al., 2007), it 
is consistent within research that engagement with education markedly declines throughout 
secondary school and can be linked to depressive symptoms and behavioural problems 
(Marks & Fleming, 1999; Skinner et al., 2008). Alongside this, Kaplan and Kaplan (1989) 
have asserted that during the adolescent years there is a shift away from preference towards 
natural environments towards urban environments. From a developmental perspective, it 
can be argued that urban environments provide adolescents with opportunities that are more 
in line with activities that are important for young people at this stage of development, yet it 
is also argued that time spent in natural environments facilitates restoration from stress and 
fatigue and provides context for important developmental processes (Korpela et al., 2001; 
Maller, 2009; Owens & McKinnon, 2009). Developing self-identity and transitioning into 
adulthood is a crucial component of adolescence but is a time when young people are 
increasingly considered to become more disconnected from each other and nature. 
However, Thomashow (2002) states that during adolescence many fight to guard an inner 
self that feels too fragile for public display and that young people ache for the relief that 
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nature provides from the pressure to conform and perform (Heerwagen & Orians, 2002; 
Thomashow, 2002). 
 
1.1.3 Current understandings of the performance of environmental education for wellbeing 
There is growing interest in the field of environmental education research, as it is 
being recognised internationally that the challenges that arise from unsustainable 
development and environmental degradation are connected to education and young people 
(Rickinson, 2001; Suave, 1999). Environmental education is a commonly used tool to 
counter environmental problems with an end goal of protecting and conserving the 
environment (Potter, 2009). Supported by research demonstrating that experiences in 
nature as children are positively associated with pro-environmental behaviours and concern 
for the environment at a later age, integration of environmental education into the curriculum 
for young people is of topical concern (Conde & Sanchez, 2010; Liefländer et al., 2013; 
Wells & Lekies, 2006). Further to this, the natural environment is being ever more valued as 
a useful intervention for enhancing a variety of wellbeing indicators, as such an important 
concern for environmental educators is understanding the mediators that contribute towards 
the development of wellbeing in the natural environment (Liefländer et al., 2013). A handful 
of studies have explored the influence of environmental education on connection to nature 
and some findings have argued the need for a time frame of sufficient duration for 
experiences of nature to influence feelings of connectedness and wellbeing (Cheng & 
Monroe, 2012; Ernst & Theimer, 2011; Kossack & Bogner, 2012). Yet further research has 
highlighted that short-term, as well as long-term implementations, can have a positive effect 
on connection to nature and wellbeing. For example, a study by Drissner et al (2010) 
recorded positive effects on a half-day environmental education programme. However, there 
remains a lack of consistent research into the key influencing factors between environmental 
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education, experiences of the natural environment, and wellbeing (Kossack & Bogner, 2012; 
Liefländer et al., 2013). 
Research has begun to highlight that places are more than just geographic settings, and 
that experiences of the natural environment are dependent upon a range of influences. 
Places have definitive physical and textual characteristics that are influenced by the dynamic 
context of social interaction, cultural values and past experiences, leading to the notion that 
not all experiences of nature could be considered restorative (Barbour, 2007; Milligan & 
Bingley, 2007). In the context of environmental education, it is important to consider how the 
experience of a certain place is constructed by an individual and how this might influence 
their wellbeing from their lived experience within a certain setting. Ryden (1993) asserted 
that places take on the meanings that people assign them and that the experience of place 
is not intrinsic to the physical setting itself but the social and human interpretation of it that 
is constructed through experience (Stedman, 2003). Adding to this, Eisenhauer et al (2000) 
proposed that people confer meaning to an environment in ways that reflect their social and 
cultural experiences, suggesting that there are multiple variations in the way that people 
experience landscapes and places, and that meanings of certain environments are socially 
constructed. This holds important implications for the consideration of the role of 
environmental education for wellbeing, and the notion that experiences of nature in 
environmental education can contribute towards young people’s wellbeing, highlighting the 
need for research that explores how the experience of education within the natural 
environment further influences experiences of the natural environment, and in turn the role 
it plays in developing wellbeing in young people.  
 
1.1.4. Wellbeing and environmental education research – a gap in the field  
The prevalence of mental health problems in young people and adolescents is 
growing worldwide and evidence is suggesting that the onset of depressive symptoms has 
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shifted from adulthood to adolescence, as such there has been increased interest in early 
health and wellbeing interventions (Forgeard et al., 2011; McGorry et al., 2013; O’Reilly et 
al., 2018). However, psychologists and researchers in the field have only recently addressed 
the concept of wellbeing among young people, resulting in a shortage of subjective data on 
young people’s perceptions and evaluations of their wellbeing (Casas, 2011; Park, 2004). 
Initially, much of the wellbeing research on young people has focused on survival indicators, 
such as rates of mortality and disease, with little insight into the social realities that impact 
younger members of a population and as a result researchers have called for increased 
positive and subjective indicators of their wellbeing. Expanding upon this, a review by 
Huebner (2004) criticised studies on child and adolescent wellbeing as being too focused 
on specific or small populations with particular health problems. For example, the US 
indicators system measures child wellbeing focusing primarily on health problems and 
negative outcomes and has been critiqued for lacking breadth and balance and most 
importantly, lacking an understanding of the concept in a way that resonates with young 
people themselves (Moore et al., 2003). The human and social sciences have also been 
criticised for their lack of subjective research on young people’s wellbeing, with researchers 
in these fields often arguing that research from a young persons’ perspective has low 
reliability and validity, owing to young people’s lack of development when situated against 
adults (Fattore et al., 2012; Hill, 2006; Vujčić et al., 2019). However, in contrast to this, new 
perspectives from child indicators research argue for the need to adopt perspectives from 
young people and argue for their voices to be heard, moving away from education, health, 
and demographic indices and expanding our understanding towards values, social skills and 
interests (Ben-Arieh, 2007; Casas, 2011). Addressing wellbeing must arguably, therefore, 
contain the perceptions, evaluations and aspirations of those involved, with research into 
wellbeing needing to contain the voices and opinions of the young people under study. 
Stemming from this, an investigation into young people’s subjective views of wellbeing is 
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being considered increasingly vital, for its potential to influence how wellbeing in the context 
of young people is understood and to encourage researchers to think critically about 
currently held beliefs and stereotypes of wellbeing (Casas, 2011; Fattore et al., 2007; Gilman 
& Huebner, 2006). 
A large body of literature exists supporting the notion that young people derive both 
physical and psychological benefits from spending time in natural environments and 
developing a connection to nature (Brymer et al., 2010; Herzog & Strevey, 2008; Louv, 2005; 
Mayer et al., 2009); however, details of the relationship between environmental education 
and wellbeing in the context of young people’s lives remains unclear. Nisbet et al (2011) 
state that much of the environmental psychology research within environmental education 
places a focus on environmental attitudes, pro-environmental behaviours and beliefs as 
opposed to exploring primary individual differences in human-nature relationships, 
experiences and influences on wellbeing. It can be argued that this is down to the dominant 
research interest into the cognitive aspect of environmental education believed to play a 
primary role in supporting pro-environmental behaviours in young people, which has now 
come under recent critique (Randler et al., 2005; Schumm & Bogner, 2016). Research into 
the cognitive aspects of learners in environmental education has formed a useful discussion 
point for the development of environmental education, yet there has been little insight into 
the impact of environmental education on affective domains of young people and reveals 
little of the everyday emotions experienced within the learning process. Similarly, as 
previously stated, exposure to nature is thought to lead to a variety of positive outcomes, 
yet the mediator of this relationship is currently understudied (Hartig et al., 2014; Joye & van 
den Berg, 2011; Mayer et al., 2009). 
Building on the above, it is understood that connection to nature directly influences 
an individual's subjective wellbeing, as well as being a strong predictor of pro-environmental 
behaviour (Mackay & Schmitt, 2019; Otto & Pensini, 2017; Rosa et al., 2018). Environmental 
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education in recent years has seen a shift in focus and is now commonly concerned with 
combining knowledge acquisition with developing intrinsic motivation for connection to 
nature (Lumber et al., 2017; Otto & Pensini, 2017). As a result, several studies have 
highlighted the need for research that investigates the factors that mediate a connection to 
nature and the mechanisms through which nature has positive benefits for wellbeing. 
Lumber et al (2017) call for an increased understanding of the factors that promote 
connection to nature to enhance endeavours that aim to improve both human and 
environmental wellbeing, such as environmental education. Underpinning this is the need to 
produce a more reflexive understanding of environmental education, to aid practitioners with 
the effective development and application of suitable pedagogies and theory development 
in the field (Ferreira & Venter, 2016; Maas et al., 2008; Mayer et al., 2009). Alongside this, 
Belanger (2003) ascertains that in order to enhance education we need to further 
understand the interaction between an individual, their environment, and their ecological 
perceptions and how individual insights are prompted by their life contexts. This point is 
particularly important as it has also been highlighted that most environmental education 
programmes approach education, not from a young persons’ perspective, but an adult 
perspective (Randy & Stoecklin, 2008; Rickinson et al., 2004). Correspondingly, only a few 
studies have researched the effects of connection to nature on young people. Results from 
the studies that have explored the relationship between nature, wellbeing and young people 
remain inconsistent as a result of varying definitions and understandings of wellbeing and 
broad age captures of ‘young people’. This is exampled by two broad studies where Vries 
et al (2003) reported that the relationship between natural environments and lower rates of 
depressive symptoms were lowest in young people under twelve, whilst a study by Barton 
and Pretty (2010) concluded that the relationship was strongest in young people when 
defined as less than thirty years old (Donovan et al., 2013). A lack of accounts that focus 
directly on young people in the context of environmental education and their wellbeing 
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prevents them from becoming a part of the wider dialogue in environmental education 
development, with research missing out on the important lived experience of young people. 
 
1.2. Research aim and objectives  
This study focuses on curriculum-based environmental education in a residential 
context with young people from the UK between the ages of 14 and 18 years. The research 
aims to explore the role and potential of environmental education for supporting the 
wellbeing of young people. To uncover the mediators of wellbeing within environmental 
education, wellbeing from the perspective of young people will be explored; and their 
experiences of wellbeing within the setting of Field Studies Council (FSC) Slapton Ley will 
be investigated. The experiences of the participants will also be considered for developing 
strategies within environmental education that can be implemented to support and develop 
the wellbeing of young people that engage with environmental education programmes. 
Through qualitative inquiry, this research seeks to explore the emotional dimensions of 
environmental education experiences, going beyond the current positivist inquiry of young 
people’s wellbeing to broaden the understanding of the potentiality of environmental 
education to be supportive of their wellbeing. The objectives of this research thus emerge 
from the need to utilise a research framework that offers the participants under study an 
opportunity to express their experiences and perspective on topics that are important to 
them, allowing this research to be representative of young people. This presents an 
opportunity to understand residential curriculum-based environmental education beyond 
positivist research traditions through a phenomenological understanding of the perspectives 
of young people.  
 





Objective 1 – To understand how young people characterise wellbeing 
This objective sets out to develop a bottom-up understanding of wellbeing, by 
producing a description of wellbeing as conceptualised by the participants themselves. It 
seeks to describe how young people understand wellbeing and elements that they consider 
are important mediators of wellbeing. 
 
Objective 2 – To identify and explore how and why residential environmental education 
experiences may influence the individual wellbeing of young people 
This objective seeks to establish whether and how environmental education 
experiences are conducive to wellbeing. It seeks to understand the positive and negative 
mediators of wellbeing within environmental education, in doing so interrogating existing 
viewpoints of the relationship between environmental education and wellbeing to explore 
affective experiences of environmental education from the viewpoint of the people who are 
experiencing them.  
 
Objective 3 – To explore how residential environmental education can promote the wellbeing 
needs of young people 
This objective seeks to explore the empirical data further to explore the mediators 
and pathways to wellbeing and consider how these can be utilised within environmental 
education to improve young people’s wellbeing.  
 
1.3. Research approach 
1.3.1. Research setting  
This research was a result of a collaboration between the FSC and the University of 
Exeter and was jointly funded by the FSC and the University of Exeter. A detailed discussion 
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of the collaboration will take place in the methodology chapter, where the nature of the 
collaboration will be outlined, how the collaboration shaped the research and a reflection of 
the benefits and tensions of the collaboration will be highlighted. The focus of this research 
is FSC Slapton Ley Field Centre. FSC Slapton Ley is one of twenty-nine FSC centres across 
the UK that provide opportunities for people to learn about, discover and explore the 
environment. The FSC vision is to inspire everyone to be curious, knowledgeable, 
passionate and caring about the natural environment. It seeks to get people outdoors, 
provide high-quality outdoor learning and advocate sustainability by creating outstanding 
opportunities that inspire everyone to engage with and care for the environment by bringing 
learning to life on curriculum-linked trips (FSC, 2021). Natural and human environments 
such as local towns and cities are used within the residential learning programmes to offer 
first-hand learning experiences that link to the curriculum, in order to carry out fieldwork and 
practical learning requirements of the national curriculum and link work back to school (FSC, 
2021). 
The centre’s main function is to supplement the curriculum by providing a variety of 
programmes and courses for learners. The main age group is school students between the 
ages of 14 and 18, with the visits focusing on undertaking fieldwork that meets the 
requirements for General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE), International 
Baccalaureate (IB), and A-Levels. Students visit with their school groups and typically stay 
on a residential field trip for between 3 and 5 days. The teaching at FSC Slapton Ley is 
predominantly undertaken by tutors at the field centre who have been trained to teach the 
curriculum. The students stay in shared accommodation that is fully catered for on-site. The 
learning days are a mixture of classroom and lab work and practical activities in the 
surrounding area. Days typically start at 8.30 am and finish at 8.00 pm, where students then 
have free time to spend in the common rooms or outside areas on site. FSC Slapton Ley is 
located in the East Devon village of Slapton, which sits in the area of Start Bay. The centre 
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is situated next to Slapton Ley National Nature Reserve and jointly manages this site with 
the Wild Planet Trust. The surrounding area is a mixture of coastal areas, woodland, and 
farmland providing a wide variety of experiences for young people. 
 
1.3.2. Outline of the research strategy 
Broadly, this research has employed a qualitative research strategy that is informed 
by a social constructivist framework. This provided the basis for a phenomenological inquiry 
that enabled direct engagement with young people taking part in environmental education 
programmes at FSC Slapton Ley. The research approach allowed for a subjective 
interpretation of the empirical data collected within the field to explore the affective lived 
experiences of environmental education. This presented a novel approach to researching 
young people’s experiences of environmental education, where research into the cognitive 
impact of environmental education that prioritises the learning outcomes and not the process 
has dominated. Further to this, where research into the wellbeing of young people has 
occurred, it has commonly been undertaken from quantitative and positivist-based 
approaches in the form of surveys and questionnaires that prioritise the researcher's prior 
assumptions of the wellbeing of young people. 
The data for this research were collected on-site at FSC Slapton Ley with visiting 
school groups throughout 2019, between March and November. For the data collection 
process, a number of different data collection techniques were utilised; focus groups with 
participatory visual techniques that included mind maps, drawings, and timelines, alongside 
solicited participant diaries. These techniques were utilised to collect both individual and 
collective data on the lived experience in order to provide methodological approaches that 
gave the participants multiple different ways in which to engage with the research, 
accounting for the differing ways in which young people may choose to communicate. The 
focus group data were collected through audio recordings that were subsequently 
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transcribed. Upon completion of the fieldwork, the data were then subject to analysis. 
However, in line with thematic analysis, part of the analysis procedure had already occurred, 
where familiarising myself with the data happened throughout the transcription process. The 
research adopted a thematic approach to the analysis of the data, whereby the data were 
subject to familiarisation and line-by-line coding following an open coding process to develop 
a coding framework. Further analysis of these coding frameworks developed the main 
themes for the research, with each theme bringing together data from within the different 
codes to capture the key aspects of the data, which in turn gave insight into the three 
research objectives. Finally, the last stage of the research was the writing up of the data in 
the form of an empirical narrative that related to each research objective, these narratives 
are discussed in detail within the three empirical chapters within this research. The approach 
to writing up focused on the representation of the discussions with the participants that were 
captured within the focus groups, utilising a number of verbatim quotes and visual aids such 
as mind maps and drawings. The data from the participant diaries also helped shape the 
research and empirical findings, with direct quotes included that were taken from the diaries. 
Further details of the research strategy and methodology are discussed in chapter 3.  
 
1.3.3. Research contributions and empirical framework 
This research study has explored young people’s lived experiences of wellbeing 
within curriculum-based environmental education, resting upon a subjective and qualitative 
inquiry and was guided by a social constructivist framework. The value of this framework is 
demonstrated within the detailed empirical data collected using a phenomenological case 
study approach. This approach challenges the predominant positivist notions of wellbeing 
research that are apparent in research with young people. This research and its conceptual 
framing yield new and original evidence for employing an alternative approach to exploring 
young people’s experiences of environmental education that move beyond researching pre-
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determined outcomes of environmental education, where learning outcomes are prioritised 
over the learning experience and process. It provides a detailed insight into environmental 
education practice and its intersection with curriculum-based residential experiences and 
builds upon research that has explored the cognitive impacts of environmental education to 
provide an exploration of the affective domain (Ardoin et al., 2018; Jose et al., 2016; Otsuka 
et al., 2018). It further builds upon existing literature that has sought to understand the 
contested and contrasting values of environmental education, to provide a narrative for 
exploring the structure and experience of formal and instrumental learning experiences 
within a context that also seeks to enhance wellbeing. It seeks to provide an evidence base 
for guiding further research and education policy and practice that aims to support the 
healthy development of young people, focusing on the pathways in which curriculum-based 
environmental education supports young people’s wellbeing.  
This thesis recognises that there has been a large amount of research that has 
focused on the experience and performance of the natural environment within outdoor 
education experiences for supporting young people’s wellbeing. However, it seeks to 
understand how the natural environment is understood in the context of formal outdoor 
learning experiences, where nature is utilised as a learning tool and the impact this may 
have upon young people’s experiences of the natural environment for wellbeing. Further to 
this, this research seeks to contribute to current research into experiences of environmental 
education by gathering new empirical evidence that focuses primarily on young people’s 
experiences and understanding of wellbeing. The inductive approach to this research seeks 
to consider young people’s perspectives on their wellbeing and how this is experienced 
within environmental education to illuminate the potentially complex intersection of wellbeing 





1.4. Thesis structure 
This thesis is structured to include four main elements: 
Literature review: Chapter 2 
A comprehensive review of the literature is presented, giving an overview of the 
literature in the fields of wellbeing and environmental education to understand the rationale 
and objectives of the study. It will explore theories and literature in the fields of wellbeing, 
education and environmental education, alongside current approaches to wellbeing 
research with young people. It aims to help develop a concise overview of the influence 
educational practices and contexts can have on young people’s wellbeing, with a specific 
focus on environmental education. 
Methodology: Chapter 3 
This chapter details current approaches to wellbeing research with young people. In 
doing so it provides a rationale for the methods used within this research. It will then highlight 
the data collection techniques and analysis process that has been utilised within this 
research, forming a discussion of the appropriateness of these techniques before 
highlighting the ethical considerations and limitations to the research. 
Empirical analysis: Chapters 4, 5, and 6 
These chapters describe the key findings of the research and provide an insight into 
the empirical material that was collected within the data collection process. Each chapter 
addresses one of the three research objectives and they are divided into substantive themes 
that emerged from the process of analysis.  
Discussion: Chapter 7 
In this chapter, the empirical material that has been addressed within the empirical 
chapters is discussed in relation to current literature, and conclusions are reached drawing 
from the empirical material. The observations that have emerged from each empirical 
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chapter are discussed in detail and the material is considered in relation to the research 
objectives. 
Conclusion: Chapter 8  
 This chapter provides a concluding overview of the research. It discusses the 
contributions that this thesis makes, the limitations of the research as well as highlighting 
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2.1. Introduction  
This chapter provides a comprehensive overview of the relevant literature in the fields 
of wellbeing and environmental education in order to understand the rationale and objectives 
of the study. The chapter will explore key theories and literature in the fields of wellbeing, 
education and environmental education. It will also discuss current approaches to 
researching wellbeing with young people in order to conceptualise the research approaches 
and empirical chapters that follow. This review of the literature focuses on the theoretical 
approaches to understanding wellbeing, broadly and in the context of adolescence, and 
highlights theories that can be applied to educational settings to help develop a concise 
overview of the influence educational practices and contexts can have on young people’s 
wellbeing, with a specific focus on environmental education.  
As the objective of this thesis is to develop new insights into the processes and 
mechanisms that impact young people’s wellbeing within environmental education, this 
chapter will firstly broadly discuss how wellbeing has been defined and understood by 
highlighting the existing theoretical approaches to wellbeing. This section will explore what 
is considered as the two main approaches to understanding wellbeing; objective and 
subjective wellbeing. In considering the application of objective wellbeing in research and 
policy it highlights the critiques of the objective approach, particularly how the objective 
approach fails to capture the non-material aspects of people’s lives that may influence their 
wellbeing. This review will then highlight how critiques of the objective approach to wellbeing 
have led to the development and inclusion of more subjective understandings of wellbeing 
within research. Following on from this, this chapter will discuss the dominant approaches 
to assessing wellbeing before moving on to focus specifically on how wellbeing has been 
understood in relation to young people and adolescents. 
This chapter will then move on to consider the intersection of wellbeing and 
education. Within this section, literature is discussed that provides an understanding of how 
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achievement-based educational settings, such as formal education environments impact 
young people’s wellbeing. This section will also explore the history of environmental 
education and how it has evolved within school settings; as environmental education 
programmes become increasingly linked to formal education goals such as supporting 
coursework and exams. The relationship between formal education settings and settings 
that are away from school, yet used to support formal education, needs to be discussed in 
order to understand any similarities or differences between the contexts that aim to support 
the development of wellbeing in young people. This is an important consideration within this 
research, where the key focus of schools that visit FSC Slapton Ley is to collect data for 
coursework and exams, moving beyond the traditional conservation and green movement 
agenda that led to the emergence of environmental and outdoor education as highlighted 
within this review.  
The final section of the literature review focuses on environmental education and 
wellbeing, and current approaches to understanding how environmental education supports 
the development of wellbeing. This section will highlight how the concept of connection to 
nature has been the main focus of studies that have set out to explore the intersection of 
wellbeing and environmental education. It will discuss the main theories within this concept, 
highlighting the positives and negatives of utilising nature connection as a key theory of 
wellbeing in environmental education contexts. It will then explore the ecological and social 
environments of environmental education, focusing on the role of challenge, affordances, 
and the social context of learning. Finally, this section will turn to the main consideration of 
this thesis – to consider how the wellbeing of young people should be measured and 
assessed in order to develop a comprehensive understanding of young people’s wellbeing 
and the role that environmental education can play in supporting their wellbeing. This 
chapter will conclude with a summary of the discussed literature in which the conceptual 
framework for the thesis will be developed. Alongside this, specific gaps in the literature will 
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be identified and will discuss how this research will seek to address these gaps in order to 
provide a perspective for the empirical chapters that follow.  
This research will be guided by a constructivist approach to understanding young 
people’s wellbeing in order to adopt a more process-oriented view of wellbeing that 
emphasises a holistic understanding of child development. It takes the stance that wellbeing 
is a socially constructed, context-specific and variable phenomenon (Creswell, 2009; 
Mashford-Scott et al., 2012). To contextualise the use of a constructivist approach to this 
research, this chapter will address literature that spans multiple different perspectives of 
wellbeing. It will highlight economic perspectives of wellbeing whereby objective indicators 
are the key measure of wellbeing, alongside psychological perspectives that focus on young 
people’s social-emotional behaviours that are most commonly reported by adults that are 
deemed as experts on children’s lives, such as parents and teachers (OECD, 2009). Further 
to this, the philosophical perspective of wellbeing will also be discussed that draw from 
theories around human wellbeing that link to life satisfaction, where satisfaction with life 
indicators are commonly used. However, as reported by Hamilton and Redmond (2010), 
children and young people have not yet had the opportunity to report their perspectives on 
these philosophical conceptualisations of wellbeing as a result of research commonly using 
quantitative-based surveys (Mashford-Scott et al., 2012). These highlighted perspectives of 
wellbeing reflect a positivist paradigm to wellbeing research, where it is considered that 
realities such as wellbeing exist independent of social contexts and can be discovered and 
understood through objective, quantitative measures that are context-free, value-free, bias-
free and replicable (Plack, 2015). The constructivist approach to this research moves 
beyond these existing positivist foundations to develop an approach to research that focuses 
on wellbeing across different levels that introduces literature from the sociology of childhood 
in order to unpack the influence of a range of different domains upon young people’s 
wellbeing. This thesis will also be underpinned by social constructivism, which asserts that 
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meaning is derived from the knowledge that is generated through the social context of 
people’s lives; from their social interactions and the social processes that occur within their 
lives (Gergen, 1995). This approach allows this research to move beyond the traditional 
adult interpretations of wellbeing to form a framework for understanding young people’s 
wellbeing from their perspective. The following section highlights the framework for this 
research in more detail.  
 
2.1.1. Epistemological framework 
Guided by the literature, this research will be directed by a social constructivist 
perspective, viewing the concept of subjective wellbeing and experiences of nature within 
environmental education as being collectively formed through a young persons’ social world.  
Social constructivism is concerned with how individuals and groups create their reality and 
make sense of it, taking the stance that people develop meanings to reality using collective 
notions as building blocks (Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Williamson, 2006). Whilst this 
research makes use of a social constructivist approach, it also engages with and provides 
an evidenced critique of positivistic approaches throughout the chapters. 
 In line with this, Stables and Bishop (2001) indicate that the ‘environment’ can be 
understood in different ways and the ideas of the environment that we engage with can be 
perceived from the ways in which people read the environment historically and aesthetically. 
They conclude that different cultural and social groups will almost inevitably hold different 
views of the environment and environmental issues, as a result, individual’s worldviews may 
change as they move through different social settings (Loughland et al., 2003; Stables & 
Bishop, 2001). Recognising that learning is a multifaceted process that includes social, 
cognitive and emotional aspects has been the subject of recent education research (Durlak 
et al., 2011; Krasny et al., 2010; Lundholm, 2004; Payton et al., 2008). As such, Dillon (2003) 
has stated that sociological learning theories allow for an exploration of the informal learning 
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spaces provided by environmental education and an examination of the social processes 
through which learning occurs. From this perspective, it is also paramount to place a focus 
on the role that environmental educators play in influencing wellbeing and connection to 
nature within young people, as Bernstein (1970) stated ‘if the culture of the teacher is to 
become part of the consciousness of the child, then the culture of the child must first be in 
the consciousness of the teacher’. The traditional knowledge transfer approach in education 
has long been criticised as removing the importance of the learners everyday lived 
experience and as a result, it has been considered that in order for current environmental 
education pedagogies to place a focus on human and environmental wellbeing, we should 
be concerned with reworking understandings of the social constructions placed in education 
(Payne, 2006).  
Social constructivism is also considered an appropriate approach when researching 
young people’s wellbeing as critiques of individualism in research have led to increased 
understandings of the significance of social relationships in children’s development to be 
formed (Corrie & Leitao, 1999; Cribari-Assali, 2019; Jones & Sumner, 2009). Whilst it is 
considered reasonable to assert that wellbeing comes from an individual’s evaluation of their 
life, research is required to understand the influences of the societal nature of human beings 
on definitions of wellbeing. Deneulin & McGregor (2010) reason that shared meanings are 
consciously and unconsciously present in social interactions and as a result, wellbeing must 
be viewed as socially co-constituted. Similarly, introducing a social constructivist approach 
to wellbeing research with young people can answer important questions about how they 
are understood in relation to other social groups and lead to an understanding of the power 
dynamics between young people and educators as questions arise over whose actions 
impact upon who (Tisdall & Punch, 2012). Understanding the power relations which could 
be present in health promotion interventions for wellbeing is crucial for developing 
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appropriate strategies for enhancing environmental education’s focus on human health 
(Alanen & Mayall, 2001; Brady et al., 2015; Currie et al., 2009). 
 
2.2. Understanding wellbeing 
A large body of literature advances the understanding of wellbeing, highlighting 
several debates about the definition and conception of wellbeing. These debates have 
focused on an economic understanding of wellbeing that focuses on GDP and the economic 
performance of a country, to objective and subjective approaches that consider a 
multidimensional understanding of wellbeing (Dodge et al., 2012; Sharma & Vansiya, 2018; 
Voukelatou et al., 2021). As a precursor to discussions around environmental education and 
wellbeing, it is important to consider how wellbeing has been defined and understood. This 
section introduces the key conceptions of wellbeing that have been predominantly used and 
highlights the complexities surrounding the definition of wellbeing from within different fields 
of research. This section will conclude by presenting a case for the operationalisation of a 
subjective approach to wellbeing in research, to allow for the multiple different dimensions 
of wellbeing to become apparent and for an individual’s understanding of wellbeing to 
become clear.  
Wellbeing is considered a complex construct that has made it a difficult concept to 
define and measure, with Thomas (2009) stating that wellbeing is ‘intangible, difficult to 
define and even harder to measure’ (p. 11). A large body of literature and research exists 
surrounding the concept of wellbeing across several different academic disciplines ranging 
from geography, sociology, psychology and economics. This has arguably led to a confusing 
and sometimes contradictory research base, giving rise to indistinct and overly broad 
definitions of wellbeing. The World Health Organisation’s (WHO) (1978) understanding of 
health as a complete state of physical, mental and social wellbeing and not merely the 
absence of disease and infirmity became a high-profile definition of wellbeing that 
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reconceptualised health away from a purely medicinal concept to encompass a broad range 
of human experiences. Further to this, different academic fields tend to focus on different 
constructs and understandings of wellbeing, for instance, as highlighted by Fegter et al 
(2010), sociological approaches tend to focus on more objective and structural aspects of 
wellbeing, whereas psychological approaches draw from the subjective reports of an 
individual’s feelings and emotions (McLellan & Steward, 2015). Adding to the issue of 
complexity surrounding wellbeing, terms such as quality of life, life satisfaction, and 
flourishing are also used in conjunction with wellbeing, each with different underlying 
meanings, leading to debates emerging as to whether these are theoretically the same as 
wellbeing or different (Skevington & Böhnke, 2018). 
The 2009 report by Stiglitz et al (2009) on the measurement of economic performance 
and social progress argues that individual wellbeing is a multidimensional concept 
(Duckworth et al., 2005). This is further supported by researchers from the field of positive 
psychology that suggest that wellbeing should be characterised as a profile of indicators 
across a number of different domains based upon the idea that individuals care about many 
different aspects of their lives (Decancq & Lugo, 2012; Frey & Stutzer, 2010; Keyes, 2007; 
Seligman, 2012). Adding to this, Prilleltensky (2012) defines wellbeing as a positive state of 
affairs brought about by the simultaneous and balanced satisfaction of needs of individuals, 
relationships, organisations and communities. This definition suggests that wellbeing rests 
upon a balance of satisfaction of needs, across multiple different spheres of life where 
different cultures and individuals can thrive and the people and the systems with which they 







2.2.1. Dimensions of wellbeing 
Despite a strong argument for the multidimensional nature of wellbeing, there 
remains a lack of a clear framework as to what constitutes the different dimensions of 
wellbeing leading to problems undertaking comparative research (Dodge et al., 2012). In the 
most recent literature, wellbeing is depicted as consisting of objective and subjective 
wellbeing (Cummins, 2000; Diener et al., 2009). Objective wellbeing is based around socio-
economic indices that reflect an individual’s objective circumstances and quality of life and 
is commonly measured in terms of personal income, GDP and education levels (Haq & Zia, 
2013). Throughout much of social policy, there has been a focus on objective indicators of 
wellbeing placing wellbeing in line with the success of the nation’s economy. Up until 
recently, it has been a commonly held assumption that economic growth and development 
is a significant positive indicator of wellbeing as it allows individuals to acquire a better quality 
of life through greater consumption and purchase of goods (D’Acci, 2011; Dolan & White, 
2007; Kahneman & Krueger, 2006a).  
In contrast, subjective wellbeing refers to how people experience and evaluate their 
own lives and encompasses self-appraisals about one’s life based upon an assessment of 
life satisfaction, meaning, purpose to life, accomplishment and achievement and 
relationships with others (Keyes et al., 2002; King et al., 2014). Subjective wellbeing is 
considered to be made up of three key components; high levels of positive affect, low levels 
of negative affect and the overall judgment of one’s satisfaction with life, with happiness 
sometimes being used as an overall umbrella term for the three constructs (Park, 2004). 
Within the different components of subjective wellbeing, satisfaction with life has been 
recognised as a distinct construct of subjective wellbeing and is conceptualised by Diener 
(1984) as a cognitive evaluation of one’s life, thus representing an evaluative judgment of 
wellbeing or one’s liking or disliking of his or hers life. Satisfaction with life is linked to 
domains of life literature that states that life satisfaction can be understood as a general 
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construct of specific domains, with life satisfaction coming from the feeling of being satisfied 
with specific domains. In this sense, life satisfaction is considered to be a subjective state of 
mind and it can only be understood by asking people (Cummins, 2003; Salvatore & Sastre, 
2001).  
Researchers place different amounts of value on domains of life satisfaction. 
However, Rojas (2004) argues that placing a demarcation on the domains is arbitrary as 
satisfaction with life can cover all aspects of human activity and spheres of being and that 
the domains that are selected in life satisfaction research depend upon the researcher’s 
objective. Cummins (1996) carried out a meta-study of literature and argued that there 
should be a seven-domain partition of life satisfaction to include the following domains: 
material wellbeing, health, productivity, intimacy, safety, community, and emotional 
wellbeing. Van Praag et al (2003) studied life satisfaction through the domains of health, 
financial situation, job, housing, leisure, and environment; whereas Rojas (2004) utilised 
health, economic, job, family, friendship, personal, and community domains. The multiple 
different domains that researchers choose to operationalise within life satisfaction research 
highlights the issues with a domain-based approach, as there is not a clear-cut 
understanding of wellbeing within this field of research.  
Expanding upon this, subjective wellbeing is often considered to be an overview of 
how someone feels in the current moment and for extended periods, referring to the 
emotional quality of an individual's everyday experiences, therefore reflecting someone's 
evaluation of their own life (Hills & Argyle, 2001). Wellbeing in the subjective sense is often 
considered to be related to the frequency and intensity of positive and negative factors such 
as joy, stress, sadness, anger and affection that makes an individual’s life pleasant or 
unpleasant (Diener, 2000; Kahneman & Deaton, 2010). Furthermore, from a psychological 
perspective, it has been stated that wellbeing revolves around two different philosophical 
conceptions - hedonism and eudaimonism (Ryan & Deci, 2001a). Hedonistic theories of 
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wellbeing imply that pleasure and pain are the key indicators of good and bad in one’s life, 
asserting that what is good for a person’s wellbeing is the greatest achievable positive effect 
over negative effect. Focusing on the key drivers of a pleasant experience, hedonism is 
viewed as the ultimate pursuit of pleasure (Crisp, 2006; Deci & Ryan, 2008; Henderson & 
Knight, 2012).  
In comparison with hedonism, some researchers have suggested that the pursuit of 
pleasure does not ultimately make people happy and has led researchers to draw from 
Greek philosophy to define the concept of eudaimonic wellbeing (Ryff & Singer, 2008; 
Waterman, 1993). A eudaimonic approach recognises wellbeing as the level to which an 
individual is fully functioning. Concerned with the concept of human flourishing, eudaimonic 
wellbeing is related to realising one's true potential and living well. This means engaging in 
thoughts and actions that promote fulfilment and engagement with life activities that are in 
accordance with their true self (Deci & Ryan, 2008; Mcmahan & Estes, 2010; Ryan & Deci, 
2001a). It is considered that it is under these circumstances when an individual's activities 
are closely aligned with their deeply held values and are holistically engaged that increased 
levels of wellbeing occur (Ryan & Deci, 2001a; Waterman, 1993).  
Whilst objective and subjective approaches to wellbeing contrast in their definitions, 
it has also been argued that overviews of wellbeing should incorporate both constructs. 
Mcgregor and Gough (2007) define wellbeing as a state of being with others, where human 
needs are met, where one can act meaningfully to pursue one’s goals, and where one enjoys 
a satisfactory quality of life, this approach to wellbeing suggests that individuals are likely to 
subjectively experience their objective wellbeing in different ways (McGregor & Gough, 
2007; Sen, 1999). From this perspective, the conceptualisation of wellbeing should capture 
people’s life evaluations, hedonic experiences and priorities, ultimately reflecting the 
multidimensional nature of wellbeing (Connolly, 2013; Holländer, 2001). Previous studies 
that have sought to research the association between objective and subjective wellbeing 
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have shown that increased socio-economic conditions can lead to higher levels of subjective 
wellbeing (Diener & Biswas‐Diener, 2008; Haq & Zia, 2013). It has been also been further 
suggested that the causal arrow goes in both directions as research has been shown to 
demonstrate that people with higher levels of subjective wellbeing could on average have a 
higher income. A study by Diener and Lucas (2000) showed that for most respondents, a 
cheerful disposition in late adolescence was followed by a somewhat higher income in 
adulthood compared to those with a less cheerful disposition. A review by Pollard and Lee 
(2003) highlights the need for a more conjoined approach and state that wellbeing has 
commonly been utilised in narrow studies that only assess a single domain or indicator of 
wellbeing without considering the relationship between the multiple dimensions and 
indicators that make up the overall construct of wellbeing and argue for an overview of 
wellbeing that incorporates both the subjective and objective dimensions. However, despite 
this argument for a more holistic approach to wellbeing, it is also considered that this 
approach leads to overly broad conceptualisations of wellbeing making it an increasingly 
hard concept to operationalise (Frey & Luechinger, 2007). With this in mind, a rise in 
indicators of wellbeing has been seen; a study by Bandura (2008) reported a total of forty-
eight indices in a list of wellbeing indicators. Although many early studies have attempted to 
identify indices of wellbeing, there has been little analytical attention paid to the major 
components of wellbeing, as stated by Pacione (2003) there is no generally accepted social 
theory setting out the conditions that define human wellbeing.  
The literature discussed here has highlighted that there is a lack of clear 
understanding of how to approach wellbeing in research, with several different and 
contested ways of understanding and defining wellbeing. Objective and subjective 
understandings of wellbeing have been utilised as two key understandings of wellbeing, 
however, there remains a lack of clear understanding of the importance individual’s place 
upon domains within both approaches of wellbeing. This highlights that within research there 
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is a need to focus on the participants’ perspectives of wellbeing, to form an overview of 
wellbeing that represents a culturally specific understanding of wellbeing that includes their 
own life evaluations and priorities. It is not only important to understand how people are 
doing, but also why they are doing or not doing well. As the aim of this research is to explore 
young people’s understandings and experiences of wellbeing to develop environmental 
education strategies that promote young people’s wellbeing, this study will explore wellbeing 
from a subjective understanding. Utilising subjective wellbeing allows researchers to 
understand what matters most to young people in order to develop strategies and policies 
that support their own understanding of wellbeing and quality of life (Wood & Selwyn, 2017).  
Within the context of this research, the subjective view of wellbeing will be used to 
gather reports on young people’s experiences of wellbeing within environmental education.  
The central argument to this research is that young people’s own accounts of their lives are 
essential to our understanding of their wellbeing when viewing wellbeing as inherently 
subjective and subject to change based upon differing contexts and social environments. 
Utilising subjective wellbeing sits in line with the constructivist-based framework and 
methodology of this research that seeks to foster an understanding of the processes that 
are embedded in a phenomenon of interest, in this case, the relationship between young 
people, environmental education and wellbeing. In line with constructivist methodologies, as 
will be further discussed within chapter 3, this research avoids imposing any pre-defined 
definitions of subjective wellbeing in order to explore the perceptions of wellbeing from the 
perspectives of the participants involved within the research. The focus of a subjective 
understanding of wellbeing will be further expanded upon in the following section that 
explores how wellbeing is assessed in both the objective and subjective domains. This 
section will subsequently explore the main arguments for moving away from objective 
measures of wellbeing to focus on subjective, further highlighting how individual 
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understandings of wellbeing are crucial for understanding effective wellbeing interventions 
and make a case for using a subjective understanding of wellbeing within this research. 
 
2.2.2. Measuring wellbeing – objective and subjective approaches  
Following on from exploring the definitions of wellbeing, this section discusses how 
the different definitions of wellbeing have been operationalised in research that seeks to 
understand the wellbeing of populations and individuals. It highlights the traditional 
economic approach to measuring wellbeing that focuses on GDP, equating wellbeing to 
welfare and economic development. The critiques of this approach are highlighted before 
moving on to explore how objective and subjective definitions of wellbeing have been 
utilised, further supporting the use of a subjective wellbeing framework within this thesis. 
This section makes a case for the use of subjective measures in research and highlights 
two main approaches; evaluative and experience. To conclude, this section highlights the 
need for measurements of wellbeing that capture the cultural and societal differences to 
wellbeing based upon a constructivist approach. This thesis argues for an approach to 
wellbeing research that recognises an individual’s judgement of wellbeing may vary across 
cultural conditions within a group of individuals and that behaviours should be guided by the 
cultural theory that is salient or activated within a situation (Hong et al., 2000; Tov & Diener, 
2007). 
Economics has traditionally played a central role in the measurement of wellbeing as 
policymakers have often viewed higher levels of wellbeing as a result of positive influences 
on objective measurements, such as health, education, and income (Dolan & White, 2007; 
Sen, 1999). As a result, throughout much of social policy, there has been a focus on 
objective indicators of wellbeing, thus placing wellbeing in line with the success of the 
nation’s economy. Viewing wellbeing as inherently linked to the success of the economy led 
to the use of levels of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) to measure social progress and 
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wellbeing. GDP was traditionally designed to measure the monetary value of goods and 
services produced in an economy, however it fast became the gold standard for measuring 
the welfare of nations as economists and policymakers assumed that GDP output reflected 
desirable progress and social goals linked to increased consumption and spending (Adler & 
Seligman, 2016). 
Despite the relative simplicity of using GDP as a measurement of wellbeing, GDP 
has recently been considered an inadequate measurement of wellbeing as emerging 
research demonstrates the apparent disparities between increased GDP and wellbeing for 
several reasons. Firstly, GDP ignores the value of non-market economic activity such as 
volunteering and donations and the value of social relations and economic security 
(Michaelson et al., 2009). Secondly, GDP overlooks the unequal distribution of wealth within 
a nation and the problems this can cause; Talbarth et al (2006) discuss the link between 
income disparity and poorer overall health in a country, decreased worker productivity, and 
social unrest. Thirdly, GDP counts all economic activity as positive activity without 
separating the wellbeing enhancing and wellbeing reducing activity. For example, defensive 
expenditure spent on crime, defence, and war improves GDP as they increase marketed 
activity in the economy but may not contribute towards individual wellbeing within a country 
(Cobb et al., 1995; Costanza et al., 2013). In addition to this, GDP measurements fail to 
reflect the environmental costs and depletion of natural resources that are vital to 
environmental and human wellbeing as a result of economic growth, yet the cost of the 
remediation of environmental degradation is included as production (Bleys, 2012; Giannetti 
et al., 2015).  
Furthermore, the contextual significance of wealth and income and how this differs 
across different places and societies are not included in GDP (Fleuret & Atkinson, 2007). 
An economic approach to measuring wellbeing also misses out on components and 
activities that improve wellbeing but don’t include a monetary transaction, such as the act of 
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growing home-grown vegetables and cooking a meal from them (Costanza et al., 2013). 
These principles also highlight that other factors such as increases in education and health 
do not necessarily correlate with higher levels of wellbeing and happiness of society, further 
demonstrating that new approaches to measuring wellbeing are needed that are aimed at 
capturing important insights into the multiple different factors that influence wellbeing. 
Moving beyond the focus of GDP and economics as a measurement of objective wellbeing, 
several researchers have suggested that focusing on a single domain of wellbeing presents 
a substantial challenge as the multi-dimensional nature of wellbeing becomes increasingly 
recognised (Voukelatou et al., 2021). As a result, further variables of the objective domain 
that are considered to be important for the good life, such as measures of education, 
residential and population densities, unemployment rates and pollution levels have been 
used to capture social progress and wellbeing (Li et al., 2018). Objective indicators of 
wellbeing such as these are frequently utilised in wellbeing research as they are easy to 
collect and understand and sit in line with policy and governmental goals, yet as Rablen 
(2012) highlights, the choice of objective indicators within wellbeing research is influenced 
by the values of those who construct the indicators and may not always reflect public 
preference and can fail to recognise the social and cultural factors that may be present within 
each domain (Veenhoven, 2002).  
The highlighted shortcomings of objective measures of wellbeing that relate to GDP, 
income and related life domains have led researchers to place a focus on multidimensional, 
subjective measures, to derive a more comprehensive and detailed appreciation of people’s 
lives (Stiglitz et al., 2009). As such, research has expanded in ways that capture the non-
material dimensions of human life to account for dynamic experiences of wellbeing that are 
ecologically embedded and reflect people’s resources, agency and pursuit of living 
standards that are relevant to them (Gasper, 2007; King et al., 2014; Narayan et al., 2000).  
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In contrast to the objective measures of wellbeing, subjective wellbeing measurement 
draws upon human perception, commonly utilising self-report measurements that leave the 
individual to decide what is best about their lives. From a psychological perspective of 
subjective wellbeing, human perception is considered fundamental to understanding 
wellbeing, as arguably the only person who knows whether or not they are feeling well is the 
individual themselves (Cooper & Layard, 2005). Subjective wellbeing measures can help 
ascertain whether and how things matter to people for their wellbeing. This approach 
removes aspects of paternalism, as individuals are allowed to make their own assessments 
about their wellbeing, as external checklists that are commonly used in objective measures 
tend to be avoided (Waldron, 2010). There have been many different attempts by 
researchers to create a clear framework for subjective wellbeing measures (Dolan & White, 
2006; Kahneman & Riis, 2005; Waldron, 2010), with two broad categories of measures 
being identified: evaluative and experience. 
 
2.2.3. Evaluative measures of subjective wellbeing  
Evaluative measures of subjective wellbeing require individuals to make a self-
assessment of their life based upon how they feel overall or how they feel that their life is 
going in general (Testoni et al., 2018). Evaluative measures are commonly focused on levels 
of life satisfaction, such as satisfaction with job, health, or relationships, and have been 
widely used within wellbeing research. Economists have long been interested in life 
satisfaction as it has been shown to correlate with income, employment status, health, 
personal characteristics and major life events making it appealing to policymakers (Dolan et 
al., 2008). Life satisfaction assessments use questions within surveys that seek to address 
various domains of wellbeing, the British Household Panel Survey (2005) presents a list of 
domain satisfactions to include health, income, house/flat, job, social life, amount of leisure 
time, and use of leisure time (BHPS, 2005), research by Dolan  et al (2008) highlight that 
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satisfaction with a partner and social life have the biggest correlation with overall life 
satisfaction.  
The Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS) developed by Diener et al (1985) is one of 
the most cited life satisfaction measures in scientific literature  and is used as a brief 
assessment of life satisfaction. The scale uses five positive statements that reflect different 
indicators of life satisfaction (e.g., the conditions of my life are excellent) that correlate with 
a seven-point Likert scale to reach an overall life satisfaction score; the higher the score the 
higher the participants’ levels of life satisfaction. The use of multiple indicators within the 
SWLS makes it a useful measure for assessing life satisfaction as highlighted by Vazquez 
(2009), as many other measures are made up of single items leading to psychometric 
limitations (Vázquez et al., 2013). Feelings of general happiness are also used as an 
evaluative measure of wellbeing by asking questions such as ‘how happy are you these 
days, all things considered’ (Waldron, 2010). Measures of happiness and life satisfaction 
have been shown to yield similar results in terms of impact upon key variables of wellbeing, 
just like life satisfaction, happiness is dependent upon many things such as job 
characteristics, health, leisure, family and social relationships with much of the happiness 
research being used to inform the concept of subjective wellbeing (Ahn et al., 2004; Frey & 
Stutzer, 2002; Selim, 2008). 
General affect is also referred to in evaluative measures of wellbeing; measures of 
general affect refer to the balance of people’s positive and negative emotions (Fredrickson 
& Joiner, 2002). Two examples of general affect measures are the Positive and Negative 
Affect Scale (PANAS) (Watson et al., 1988) and the Affect Balance Scale (ABS) (Bradburn, 
1969). Similar to the SWLS, Likert scales are used to recall a score against a pre-determined 
set of words relating to positive and negative emotions felt during a period of time, with 
numbers being added to give both a positive and negative affect to demonstrate the 
correlation between positive and negative emotions. However, Huppert and Whittington 
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(2003) highlight that it is important to be wary when using the overall scores in general affect 
measures, as positive and negative affect scales are seen to be somewhat independent of 
one another (Dolan & Metcalfe, 2012). These approaches to measuring wellbeing are 
considered problematic and have come under scrutiny for their reliability; judgments of 
wellbeing are the result of a complex thought experiment that can be influenced by transient 
factors (Jovanović, 2015). A self-assessment of one's wellbeing is considered a 
retrospective judgment, normally constructed only when asked and presents the challenge 
of capturing wellbeing that it is also sensitive to minor life events on a given day. Events 
such as the weather, finding a coin, and earlier questions in a survey can all influence an 
individual's responses in a self-report assessment (Connolly, 2013; Kahneman & Krueger, 
2006b; Strack & Schwarz, 1999). Our emotions are considered to be situated throughout 
our everyday experiences and the places we encounter, and these experiences play an 
important role in understanding the development of wellbeing and as a result, experience 
measures of wellbeing have been incorporated into wellbeing measures.  
 
2.2.4. Experience measures of wellbeing  
Experience measures of wellbeing differ from that of evaluative measures in that they 
encompass the emotional quality of an individual's experience and are understood in terms 
of how people feel in any given moment (Testoni et al., 2018). Within experience measures, 
emotions such as happiness, sadness, or anxiety are assessed in terms of their frequency 
and intensity and are normally a reflection of a stated period of time. There are a number of 
different measures that aim to capture experienced wellbeing. The Day Reconstruction 
Method (DRM) (Daniel Kahneman et al., 2004) and the Ecological Momentary Assessment 
(EMA) which encompass a range of methodological approaches to capture participants’ 
emotions over time (Shiffman et al., 2008; Stone et al., 2007)  are commonly used diary-
based methods where respondents report their feelings at different times of the day. An 
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example of questions that might be used within these measures are ‘how happy do you feel 
right now?’ or ‘how much purpose do you feel right now?’, these will be marked next to 
activities that the respondents were undertaking at the time and who they were with and the 
time of day. Both forms of measurement ask respondents to state how they feel, the EMA 
asks for reports throughout the current day whereas the DRM asks for the frequency and 
intensity of feelings from the previous day. The DRM approach of emotion recall from the 
previous day has been devised to avoid any potential fatigue from the everyday invasive 
nature of the EMA (Csikszentmihalyi & Hunter, 2014). However, the EMA is considered least 
subject to recall bias as data is collected in the moment (Scollon et al., 2003). In a simpler 
approach that is considered useful in research with large populations, it is also possible to 
ask respondents questions that relate to the overall day as a whole e.g., ‘overall, how 
positive did you feel yesterday?’ as is the approach of the US Gallop World Poll and the 
Daily Poll (Dolan et al., 2011; Hicks et al., 2013).  
Whilst experience methods are valuable for capturing wellbeing data that is close to 
the time of activities and experiences as they happen, informed by the context of 
respondents’ everyday lives, they are also thought to place a considerable amount of burden 
upon respondents who are being asked to make recordings within their daily lives. Further 
to this, research by Smallwood and Schooler (2006) highlighted that experiences of 
wellbeing can be influenced by mind wandering, where attention drifts to think about 
concerns about other things and can contribute towards an increased negative effect on 
reported experiences, occurring in up to 30 percent of sampled moments in a day (Watkins, 
2008). Another general limitation to these measures is that considerations of wellbeing and 
life satisfaction are seen to be correlated with an outside variable such as income and 
employment. Feelings that are assessed within experience measures such as DRM are not 
seen to correlate with important variables, leading to important questions as to whether 
these measures can be used to demonstrate correlations with important wellbeing measures 
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outside of these variables (Diener & Tay, 2014; Dockray et al., 2010). Evaluative measures 
have also been more commonly used in research owing to the fact that they are cheaper 
and easier to use in research and lend themselves to research with larger populations, yet 
experience measures are considered to capture the true experience of people’s lives 
(Haybron, 2008). 
 
2.2.5. Criticisms of subjective wellbeing measures 
Just like the objective measures, subjective measures also face further criticisms 
(Frey & Luechinger, 2007). One key issue surrounding subjective wellbeing measurement 
is that of reliability. The reliability of subjective wellbeing measures is seen to be 
considerably lower than that of objective measures that typically have a reliability score of 
.90 compared to that of subjective wellbeing scores that vary between .40 and .83 (Krueger 
& Schkade, 2008). However, the SWLS has been shown to have a higher reliability score 
than single-item measures since it uses multiple emotional indicators, thus reducing error 
through aggregation (Eid & Diener, 2004; Krueger & Schkade, 2008). The issues of reliability 
when measuring subjective wellbeing can be attributed to the susceptibility of respondents' 
answers to be shaped by transient mood effects. The circumstances that surround the 
participants’ responses are seen to influence the answers given and as such results may 
reflect immediate feelings of wellbeing but are unable to demonstrate an overall daily 
average (Bok, 2010; Krueger & Schkade, 2008). For example, research by Connolly (2013) 
has shown that overall women are more responsive to environmental variables and report 
lower life satisfaction on rainier days.  
These highlighted concerns present a further argument within this thesis against the 
use of a positivist approach to measuring wellbeing that relies upon pre-determined 
numerical scores making it difficult to explore wellbeing data that can be reliably compared 
across time frames and societies. Many of these subjective wellbeing measures, much like 
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objective measures rely on numerical scales, and the ordinal nature of these set up cognitive 
bounds for the understanding of wellbeing to the individual, resulting in pre-conceived 
perceptions usually from the researcher's perspective. Fleuret and Atkinson (2007) argue 
that if subjective wellbeing measurement is to be based upon quantifiable indicators they 
need to be complemented by the study of processes and social constructions of wellbeing, 
in order for the measurement of wellbeing to be a meaningful tool for action (Fleuret & 
Atkinson, 2007; Tella & MacCulloch, 2006). From a constructivist perspective, quantifying 
subjective wellbeing measures also faces concerns around cultural differences and social 
norms in evaluations of happiness. Cultural differences in understandings of words and what 
it means to ‘be well’ can influence reports and may lead to respondents feeling judged in the 
measurement situation and respond with answers that are considered ‘good’ in societies 
eyes (Bertrand & Mullainathan, 2001; Frey & Luechinger, 2007). Sparks and Smith (2008) 
assume that we live in a world where stories and narratives constitute social realities, 
therefore the understanding of wellbeing from different cultures and groups of people is 
constructed through the different narratives that they engage with (Puroila et al., 2012). This 
sentiment is reflected in research that highlights wellbeing as being understood differently 
across different countries; for example, it has been revealed in research that Chinese people 
hold a more socially oriented theory of subjective wellbeing, whereas Americans are more 
individualistic (Lu & Gilmour, 2006; Tam et al., 2010). 
This section has provided an important overview of the definitions and measurements 
of wellbeing across broader society. It has highlighted the need for a more subjective 
approach to researching wellbeing in order to appropriately capture insights into wellbeing 
that reflect individual, cultural and societal perceptions without placing their understanding 
into predefined categories of wellbeing. The next section will turn to focus on wellbeing in 
adolescents, bringing together the broader understanding of wellbeing and the life stage of 
adolescence to contextualise this research and place a focus on wellbeing from the 
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perspective of young people (Sparkes & Smith, 2008). The central argument within this 
research is that wellbeing needs to be explored in relation to the group of people that are 
under study to allow for the assignment of differing culturally and socially placed 
understandings of wellbeing that are formed by different individuals and groups. 
 
2.3. Adolescent wellbeing  
The focus of this research is on young people between the ages of 14 and 18 years, 
which is commonly recognised as the period of adolescence, as such an understanding of 
adolescence and wellbeing in adolescence is vital to this research. Further to this, it is 
important to understand how wellbeing is shaped in the stage of adolescence as research 
has highlighted that adults and young people have differing views on wellbeing and that we 
do not ultimately know whether adult-centric indicators of wellbeing are meaningful to 
adolescents and young people (Fattore et al., 2007). Owing to this, this section will firstly 
provide an overview of adolescence as a life stage in order to provide context as to how 
adolescent wellbeing is currently viewed as being shaped. This section will then explore the 
key variables within adolescence that are considered to shape and contribute towards the 
development of wellbeing during the adolescent life stage such as agency, identity, and 
relational and situational factors and will highlight the importance of these theories for 
discussing adolescent wellbeing within this research. 
 
2.3.1. Understanding adolescence  
Adolescence is considered a key life stage that provides opportunities for young 
people to explore who they are and is conventionally understood as the years between the 
onset of puberty and the establishment of independence (Bandura, 2006; Steinberg, 2014). 
According to the American Psychological Association (APA) (2002) the most commonly 
used chronological definition of adolescence includes the ages of between 10 and 18, but 
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may also span across the ages of 9 and 26 dependent upon the definition (Jaworska & 
MacQueen, 2015). Adolescence is a phase of profound developmental change where many 
young people experience significant social and emotional growth as changes occur across 
psychological, social, academic, and vocational domains (Rose et al., 2016; Sawyer et al., 
2012). During the adolescent phase, many first steps are taken by young people towards 
establishing themselves as adults capable of decision-making skills and independence.  As 
a result, adolescence is where many adulthood lifestyle choices are established, as an 
adolescent’s worldview expands to include new contexts that have the potential to lead to 
lifelong implications for both positive and negative health and wellbeing (Call et al., 2002). 
Research has shown that whilst many young people are able to navigate the developmental 
stage of adolescence without serious issues, several psychological behaviours may emerge 
in some individuals, alongside the proneness to engage in risky behaviours (Patel et al., 
2007; Steinberg, 2008). Studies by Goldbeck et al (2007) and Bisegger et al (2005) 
demonstrate that life satisfaction and quality of life can be seen to decrease during 
adolescence, as a result, life satisfaction is considered an important psychological variable 
in the period of adolescence (Çivitci & Çivitci, 2009). Subsequently, Oberle et al (2011) 
consider life satisfaction as a fundamental construct for assessing adolescent wellbeing due 
to its relationship with a number of different positive personal and social variables.  
There are several different reasons for which the developmental stage of 
adolescence may lead to decreased life satisfaction presenting important implications for 
later life.  Longitudinal studies have shown that lower levels of life satisfaction are linked to 
future externalising and internalising behaviours and peer victimisation experiences 
(Antaramian et al., 2008; Haranin et al., 2007). Furthermore, studies have also shown that 
adolescents with higher levels of life satisfaction have increased feelings of self-efficacy, 
positive attitudes and develop stronger relationships. For example, a study by Gilman and 
Huebner (2006) showed that adolescents with high life satisfaction were able to establish 
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more positive relationships with peers and parents. Similarly, Suldo and Huebner (2006) 
also highlight that adolescents with high levels of life satisfaction experience fewer emotional 
and behavioural problems. The importance of life satisfaction in adolescent wellbeing 
research has been highlighted in a number of studies as research seeks to explore what 
resources and competencies can foster adolescents' positive healthy development (Lerner, 
2002; Theokas & Lerner, 2006). Despite this, literature from a developmental perspective 
has considered the decrease in life satisfaction during adolescence to be a normal 
developmental phenomenon as a result of the many different challenges that they are faced 
with, as the time of adolescence is seen to be a breakdown of the former framework of life, 
with decreased life satisfaction being a direct consequence of this (Bisegger et al., 2005; 
Bradford et al., 2002; Goldbeck et al., 2007).  
 
2.3.2. Shaping adolescent wellbeing 
Past research has identified life satisfaction as an important indicator of youth and 
adolescent wellbeing and subsequent studies have sought to identify the factors of life 
satisfaction that are associated with different models of wellbeing, such as emotional and 
behavioural regulation models (Batum & Yagmurlu, 2007) , biopsychosocial models 
(Gottlieb, 2003; Liu, 2004) and ecological models (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), each presenting 
an array of factors that contribute towards adolescent wellbeing. Based upon these models, 
the factors that contribute towards adolescent subjective wellbeing can be viewed as not 
solely psychological or structural but must be understood in relation to the context of young 
people’s life course development and interactions with the environment. As illustrated in the 
Bronfenbrenner ecological model of adolescent development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), the 
wellbeing of young people is anchored in interactions between individual and environmental 
factors at different levels (Ben-Arieh & Frønes, 2011), further highlighting the need for a 
constructivist perspective of wellbeing for understanding how different environments impact 
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individual’s understandings of wellbeing. Fleuret and Atkinson (2007) highlight that the ever-
increasing broader conceptualisations of wellbeing facilitate room for greater prominence of 
research into factors that are linked to adolescent subjective wellbeing that move away from 
biomedicine and health care, and emphasise the importance of the relationships between 
health and the places and spaces which produce and reproduce experiences of health, 
which becomes the approach of this research.  
Sense of agency has been identified as a key variable for understanding the period 
of adolescence (Pajares & Urdan, 2006). Human agency is defined as the ability to influence 
one’s environment and functioning for the ability to originate and direct actions for given 
purposes (Zimmerman & Cleary, 2006). According to Bandura (2006), there are four key 
facets to human agency: 1. developing intentions or plans along with methods to attain them 
2. visualising the future through forethought 3. self-regulating actions based on personal 
principles to foster satisfaction and a sense of worth 4. examining one’s functioning through 
self-reflection. Self-efficacy is a fundamental aspect of agency. Self-efficacy is an 
individual’s belief in the capability of their actions and how successfully they can influence, 
control and negotiate experiences that affect their lives. Without this belief and self-efficacy, 
individuals do not have the capacity to act upon their surroundings (Bandura, 1982). High 
levels of self-efficacy are considered a vital force for supporting motivation, wellbeing and 
accomplishment in all areas of life (Bosmans & van der Velden, 2015; Schnoll et al., 2011; 
Zimmerman & Cleary, 2006), with self-efficacy being enhanced by experiences of 
successfully dealing with pressing issues, vicarious experiences, encouragement from 
others and positive physiological feedback (Bandura, 1977).  
In the period of adolescence, agency is viewed as a key positive-identity 
developmental asset, as feelings of being in control and having personal power over events 
that occur in their lives are developed, young people begin to develop feelings of 
independence and form their own identity in a way that can help them become self-sufficient 
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agents (Benson et al., 2012; Saarikallio et al., 2020). The concepts of agency and identity 
are considered to be closely linked, with agency increasing identity formation. In turn, self-
esteem, purpose in life, ego strength and locus of control positively relate to identity 
formation (Cote & Schwartz, 2002). According to early literature, there is an association 
between identity achievement and a locus of control, Lillevoll et al (2013) state that an 
internal locus of control relates to identity achievement, whilst an external locus of control is 
related to foreclosure and diffusion. Erikson (1968) considered the stage of adolescence as 
a time where young people are free to explore their potential identities and enhance ego 
capacities such as agentic abilities and strengths, and master potential difficulties that arise 
in social environments (Erikson, 1968). A major challenge for the development of agency 
and identity in adolescence is often considered to be their social and environmental 
contexts, as developing agency can be viewed as a social action that emerges when 
individuals associate with each other (Engle & Conant, 2002). Several studies have 
highlighted the tensions between different social and environmental structures and the 
agency of young people, with family, school, peers and media all playing a part in influencing 
agentic behaviour (Gergely, 2002; Hayes-Conroy & Vanderbeck, 2005; Wiseman et al., 
2012).  
According to Schwartz et al (2005) increased pressures on young people in western 
societies have amplified the need for feelings of agency in adolescence, as well as self-
determination and self-directedness (Saarikallio et al., 2020). Self Determination Theory 
(SDT) (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2000) is a broad framework for understanding the 
factors that facilitate or undermine motivation and psychological wellness and further 
stresses the importance of autonomy and competence as essential features for wellbeing, 
stating that intrinsic motivation is sustained by the satisfaction of the basic psychological 
need for autonomy, relatedness and competence (Deci & Ryan, 2002; Vansteenkiste et al., 
2010). Within SDT (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2000), autonomy refers to a sense of initiative and 
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ownership of one’s actions and is commonly used in conjunction with agency. Competency 
concerns the feeling of having a sense of mastery and achievement and a sense that one 
can succeed and grow, whilst relatedness is the sense of belonging and connectedness. An 
important tenet of this is that motivation and positive wellbeing outcomes are not explicitly 
linked to whether or not an environment solely supports autonomy but whether or not the 
environment supports the three basic needs of relatedness, sense of belonging, and 
connectedness. Research has demonstrated that autonomous motivation and needs 
satisfaction is strongly linked to a number of different positive outcomes such as creativity, 
and positive educational outcomes such as attainment and persistence, as well as healthy 
eating choices and lifestyle behaviours that support wellbeing (Baard et al., 2004; Pelletier 
et al., 2004; Zuroff et al., 2007).  
 
2.3.3. Social connectedness and wellbeing  
An important consideration for supporting the development of positive outcomes in 
adolescence is understanding the social conditions that support the needs satisfaction and 
motivation of young people. Relatedness within the SDT framework is understood as the 
need to establish close bonds and secure attachments to people, reflecting the desire to be 
emotionally connected to and involved in caring, interpersonal relationships (Reeve, 2004). 
Reeve et al (2004) explain that this social connectedness is important during the period of 
adolescence as relatedness enhances motivation and the capacity of adolescents to relate 
themselves authentically to others and internalise the values endorsed by significant others 
in their lives. The importance of social interactions for wellbeing is further emphasised in 
developmental literature that highlights that people do not live in isolation but are embedded 
in a complex web of social relations which can influence wellbeing from both subtle and 
indirect interactions, as such the need to feel a sense of belonging and connectedness is 
widely considered to be a fundamental human need (Aral & Walker, 2012; Christakis & 
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Fowler, 2013; Kadushin, 2012). It has long been considered that feeling a sense of 
belonging and relatedness is a basic psychological need; Baumeister and Leary (1995) 
stated that belongingness can almost be as compelling as food and that human nature is 
conditioned by the pressure to provide and feel a sense of belonging.  
Research has identified links amongst adolescent wellbeing and feelings of 
connectedness to four particular social contexts: family, school, peers, and community (Jose 
et al., 2012), with research suggesting that social acceptance and social connectedness 
play an important protective role in adolescent health and wellbeing (Silvera et al., 2004). 
However, a major developmental component of adolescence is pronounced physical, 
emotional, and social transformations and as a result of this, young people seek a growing 
investment in social relationships away from the main family unit as they look to form their 
own identities and subsequently engage in more complex social interactions. As such, the 
establishment of close and satisfying peer relationships becomes an important 
developmental task (Burnett & Blakemore, 2009; Steinberg & Morris, 2001). Studies have 
shown that friendship experiences are particularly important for mental health problems in 
adolescence; friendship is considered an important source of social support for youth 
development as friendships provide approval, understanding and insight and support the 
development of social skills (Hiatt et al., 2015). According to Shaffer (2005), positive social 
relationships can strengthen, solidify and complement adolescents’ development and self-
understanding. This is supported by further research that demonstrates that having high-
quality friendships that are considered supportive are associated with better psychological 
adjustment and wellbeing in young people (Akin et al., 2016; Bakalım & Taşdelen Karçkay, 






2.3.4 Positivist approaches to understanding wellbeing  
Understanding adolescent wellbeing is a key focus of this research, as highlighted in 
the preceding section. The wellbeing of adolescents is considered to differ from that of adult 
wellbeing as a number of different developmental and contextual factors specific to this age 
category play a role in shaping their wellbeing. The approaches to wellbeing that have been 
considered in this review are consistent with psychological approaches that tend to focus on 
positivist understandings of wellbeing, which is problematic within research that seeks to 
explore participants’ perceptions and experiences as it assumes there is an existence of set 
facts about concepts such as wellbeing. Positivist approaches to understanding wellbeing, 
particularly when not complemented by alternative models of knowledge as stated by 
Fattore et al (2007), enable researchers to ignore the fact that wellbeing, as argued by 
constructivist approaches, is socially contingent and embedded in society and culture that 
makes it prone to change and redefinition over time (Manderson, 2005). The constructivist 
epistemological framework of this research contrasts much of the prior positivist-based 
research on subjective wellbeing with young people and seeks to clarify how wellbeing is 
understood from the perceptions of young people. This research will be based upon the view 
that young people and adults move between different cultures and societies that contribute 
to the formation of knowledge and information about their lives to ensure that this thesis is 
focused on young people’s lives as they experience it.  
 
2.3.5. Shaping adolescent wellbeing in education 
This thesis aims to explore the role and potential of environmental education for supporting 
the development of environmental education. Environmental education in the setting of FSC 
Slapton Ley, and within the scope of this research is situated in a curriculum-based 
educational context, whereby the goal of the environmental education programme is to 
support the required curriculum coursework and exam outcomes. The purpose of this 
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following section is to discuss the intersection of wellbeing and education, highlighting the 
factors that are at play within educational settings that previous research has considered as 
playing a part in shaping young people’s wellbeing. The literature reviewed in this section 
will provide a theoretical overview of the pedagogical contributions towards wellbeing and 
explores avenues for understanding wellbeing in educational contexts that draw from 
environmental, psychological and relational understandings of wellbeing. The recent 
attention given to adolescent wellbeing has led to several different perspectives on the 
development of young people’s health and wellbeing, and the contextual and environmental 
factors that promote their wellbeing, as interest in the importance of identifying factors that 
contribute towards adolescent subjective wellbeing is increasing. This section will identify 
some of these key perspectives, highlighting the traditional positivist frameworks that have 
placed a focus on education as an outcome to support wellbeing in later life. It will then move 
on to discuss some key approaches that can be seen to draw from social constructivism 
based upon the fact that young people live in varying geographical, cultural, historical, 
interactional, material, and situational spaces. According to Farrugia (2014), space and 
place are constitutive dimensions to young people’s lives and subsequently to shaping their 
wellbeing (Honkanen et al., 2017). Social scientists and geographers of health, alongside 
researchers in the field of sociology of childhood who have been interested in the 
intersection between space and health, have expounded upon the role that particular 
environments play in facilitating wellbeing. Subsequently, much of the mainstream research 
into spaces and places of wellbeing for adolescence has focused on the significant role that 
educational settings play in promoting wellbeing, owing to the fact that this is where young 






2.3.6. Wellbeing in compulsory and formal education 
The health of young people has been addressed since the start of compulsory 
education in the form of physical health, through programmes such as physical education 
(Cunningham, 2012), however, research has recently begun to focus more on the emotions 
and psychological wellbeing of young people in school. Work by Weare (2003) began to 
advocate for the ‘emotionally literate school’ in order to support young people’s social and 
emotional literacy, to positively impact behaviour, attendance, and performance (Hallam, 
2009; Weare, 2003). Yet according to Atkinson (2013), this view of wellbeing in schooling 
and education defines it as a determinant or significant process factor, whereby wellbeing 
and its attributes are held in a neo-liberal point of view and are regarded in terms of their 
potential to enhance economic competitiveness and in turn contribute towards overall 
national economic performance. Consequently, much of the literature surrounding education 
has mainly focused on how it benefits an individual through economic forms, reflecting an 
objective approach to wellbeing (Franz, 2019; Spratt, 2017). Education is thought to 
increase an individual’s labour market outcomes, as higher levels of education enhance job 
prospects and opportunities, which in turn lead to improved feelings of self-esteem that can 
arise from status in a job and opportunities for better health as a result of increased income. 
However, this viewpoint places a higher focus on the objective outcomes of education 
focusing on later life, without taking into account the subjective wellbeing factors and the 
current feelings of wellbeing for young people (Kristoffersen, 2018; Wolfe & Haveman, 
2002). Further to this, young people’s wellbeing in the educational setting has also been 
viewed as an important indicator of the education process and, as highlighted previously, 
for adolescents with low levels of certain wellbeing domains such as self-esteem this is likely 
to impact negatively on coping mechanisms, achievement and motivation in school (Weare, 
2003). Adding to this, Pels (2011) argues that the personal development of individuals is an 
important function of education and schooling (Skrzypiec & Slee, 2017). This viewpoint of 
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education further reflects the positivist-based approach to research that has commonly been 
used with young people, purporting ideas that knowledge and truth exist outside the mind of 
the individual and that knowledge can be transferred from one individual to another. 
In order to improve the health and wellbeing of young people, a coordinated response 
from all sectors has been called for by the World Health Organisation (WHO) (2014), who 
noted that education is key to playing a critical role in supporting adolescent mental health 
and wellbeing. Alongside the fact that young people spend the majority of their time in an 
educational setting, education is considered crucial for supporting young people’s wellbeing 
due to the fact that many mental health and wellbeing issues are considered to arise during 
adolescence as a result of adolescent developmental processes and, as such, early 
interventions, prevention and care are important (Butler et al., 2010; Skrzypiec & Slee, 
2017). Furthermore, school settings are social environments that play an important part in 
the development of young people’s wellbeing, accordingly, the social environment of 
educational settings and schools can be purposefully changed to influence health-related 
outcomes, to the extent that factors such as poverty and deprivation can be offset (Aldridge 
& McChesney, 2018; Soutter, 2011). In order to develop appropriate strategies for 
supporting wellbeing in educational based settings, research needs to consider what 
influences young people’s experiences of wellbeing in these settings. According to Dewey 
(1916), the environment affects the learner and interactions will take place between the 
learner and the environment, asserting that knowledge is based upon experience and that 
from a constructivist based approach the emphasis should be upon the design of the overall 
learning environment rather than instructional sequences (Huang et al., 2010; Jonassen, 
1994). 
Several literature reviews have highlighted the positive impact of education on 
subjective wellbeing, showing that school climate is associated with a range of different 
affective, behavioural, academic and health-related outcomes (Cohen et al., 2009; Thapa et 
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al., 2013). Dimensions of a positive school climate that are considered important are: a 
sense of safety, mutual understanding, positive peer and student-teacher relationships, 
students’ perceptions of the learning process that relate to student engagement and 
satisfaction from the school context, the school's physical environment that relates to better 
academic performance, sense of belonging and school connectedness (Doll et al., 2012; 
Gietz & McIntosh, 2014). Psychological standpoints on education and wellbeing that 
emphasise the social and emotional aspects of education indicate that a positive school 
climate, close relationships and belonging in the school community are strongly related to 
wellbeing, resilience and social and academic adjustment. A study by Aldridge et al (2016) 
examined the relations between six aspects of the school climate; teacher support, peer 
connectedness, school connectedness, affirming diversity, rule clarity, reporting and 
seeking help. It was found that all six factors were related to student wellbeing. Whilst there 
is a body of literature supporting the notion that school climate can be positively linked to 
subjective wellbeing, it is important to recognise the negative aspects of school climate in 
order to highlight effective strategies for mediating the negative aspects. For example, 
several studies have highlighted the correlation between academic stress and the 
development of health complaints such as headaches, tiredness, and burnout (Cadime et 
al., 2016; Pascoe et al., 2020; Torsheim & Wold, 2001). 
 
2.3.7. Socio-ecological perspective of wellbeing in education 
From a social constructivist-based approach, the socio-ecological perspective on 
settings acknowledges that the environmental systems in which people function play a key 
part in influencing their health and wellbeing. This perspective highlights the importance of 
interactions between the individual and their interactions within the environment, 
presupposing that there is a level of influence from the environment upon an individual’s 
behaviour (Akinola & Gabhainn, 2015; McLaren, 2005). The socio-ecological health 
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promotion perspective proposed by McLeroy et al (1988) identified the interconnected 
perspectives at the intrapersonal, interpersonal, organisational, policy and community levels 
and is based upon Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory of human development 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1986) that describes how environmental factors or characteristics 
could influence human growth and development. Bronfenbrenner's ecological model 
envisages a number of different environments as a nested series of systems in which people 
interact (see fig 2.1). The circles within the model demonstrate the most immediate 
(microsystem) environments to the broadest (macrosystem) environments. Within this 
model, school environments have been placed as the most immediate developmental 
context for young people, assigning them as a context that has the greatest influence over 
adolescent development (Aldridge & McChesney, 2018; Atkins et al., 2010). Despite the 
literature highlighting that there is a significant link between learning environments and the 
health of young people, there is limited research into the association of the school socio-
ecological environment and the health and wellbeing of young people (Sandberg, 2017).  





Opdenakker and van Damme (2000) studied wellbeing in the school context and 
ascertained that achievement and goal orientation in education settings plays a considerable 
role in the development of wellbeing in young people and highlighted that variables 
concerning instruction and knowledge acquisition were effective for both feelings of 
achievement and wellbeing (Konu, 2002). Goal orientation can be broadly defined as the 
desire to develop, attain or demonstrate competence in an activity and describes how 
individuals frame, focus and approach performance situations (Cerasoli & Ford, 2014; 
Harackiewicz & Elliot, 1993). Achievement goals define an individual’s purpose for engaging 
in a task in the first place and the affect, cognition and behaviour needed to obtain a task 
objective. In the context of educational environments, achievement goals refer to a learner’s 
tendencies for approaching, engaging in and evaluating their academic progress and 
achievement in performance-based settings (Maehr & Nicholls, 1980). Two main 
achievement goal orientations were originally identified, being mastery and performance 
goals; mastery goals refer to an individual’s desire to learn and improve competence through 
acquiring new knowledge and skills, related to a valued standard; whereas performance 
goals correspond to ‘normative competence’ and the desire to demonstrate competence 
relative to other students (Tuominen-Soini et al., 2008; Walker, 2012). However, a third goal 
orientation, ‘performance-avoidance’ was introduced by Nicholls et al (1985) based upon 
observations that not all students strive for competence in educational settings (Elliot & 
Church, 1997; Nicholls et al., 1985). Learners and young people that are focused on 
avoiding looking incompetent and being outperformed by others are considered to have a 
performance-avoidance goal orientation (Elliot, 2005; Tian et al., 2017).  
 
2.3.8. Goal achievement and wellbeing  
The majority of young people’s lives within educational settings are framed around 
learning and achieving academic goals, with the wellbeing of learners commonly being 
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associated with the goal orientations they pursue in achievement-based settings. As such, 
achievement goal orientations are an important line of research into wellbeing in young 
people and present an important consideration for the study of wellbeing in educational 
settings as studies have suggested that an individual's subjective wellbeing is associated 
with the goals that they wish to achieve and outcomes they seek to attain (Tian et al., 2017).  
A study by Kaplan and Maehr (1999) concluded that achievement goals are linked with 
emotions and cognitions that contribute to effective learning alongside wellbeing. Further to 
this, Roeser et al (2002) linked goals and motivational tendencies to general socio-emotional 
functioning. In Roeser et al’s ( 2002) study, levels of achievement, self-esteem and 
motivation to achieve were seen to be linked to levels of self-esteem, anger and sadness, 
engagement with learning and withdrawal from the school environments. Further to this, 
performance and achievement avoidance in young people and learners have been linked to 
maladaptive outcomes such as hopelessness, shame, stress, and anxiety (Pekrun et al., 
2006; Sideridis, 2005; Smith et al., 2002; Tian et al., 2017).  
These highlighted studies suggest that young people’s wellbeing in educational 
settings such as school is associated with the kind of goals and achievements that they seek 
to obtain. It has been further argued that an individual's personal goals and how they are 
appraised play an important role in the development and maintenance of subjective 
wellbeing (Little et al., 2007; Tuominen-Soini et al., 2008). With this in mind, in order to 
understand how wellbeing is achieved within educational settings, it is important to 
understand the value that young people place on current or future events and how they are 
evaluated in relation to one’s goals and resources available to them, reflecting their own 
experiences of educational settings (Boekaerts & Niemivirta, 2000). Expectancy Value 
Theory (EVT) (Eccles, 1983) is grounded in the social cognitive perspective of motivation 
and provides a comprehensive framework for understanding adolescents social and 
academic experiences, values and beliefs, task-specific expectancy and achievement 
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behaviour (Doménech-Betoret et al., 2017; Loh, 2019). Drawing again from SDT (Deci & 
Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2001b), motivation is viewed as an important predictor of 
outcomes and has been linked to needs satisfaction in young people; in particular, 
autonomous forms of motivation have been linked to positive outcomes such as increased 
creativity, persistence at school, healthier lifestyle choices and more positive psychological 
outcomes (Boiché et al., 2008; Milyavskaya & Koestner, 2011; Zuroff et al., 2007).  
Expectancy value models of motivation have focused on two aspects that promote 
motivation in learning; the expectancy of being successful in a task and the value for 
engaging with a task. Expectancy value is found to be a strong predictor for high school 
students’ engagement with and achievement in subjects such as maths and science, with 
increased engagement and achievement subsequently leading to improved subjective 
wellbeing in achievement-based settings (Durik et al., 2006; Simpkins et al., 2006). A key 
aspect of EVT models for helping understand how motivation and goal orientation is the 
subjective value that individuals place on tasks, with research highlighting that the 
satisfaction that is gained from a task is well explained by the task value (Artino, 2007; Diep 
et al., 2017). EVT perspectives that focus on young people’s emotions in academic settings 
also suggest that there is a correlation between desiring success in given academic domains 
and performance anxiety and worry, owing to the fact that emotions and the need to achieve 
will be intensified if a task or an activity is subjectively valuable (Pekrun et al., 2006). 
Feelings of anxiety and worry can, therefore, lead to burnout in academic settings when an 
outcome is perceived as subjectively valuable but not attainable. A study by Bieg et al (2013) 
demonstrated that there is a significant correlation between adolescent’s expectancy and 
value beliefs that predict feelings of anxiety and worry, highlighting that it is particularly 
important to investigate young people’s emotions in academic contexts in relation to task 
value (Bieg et al., 2013; Lauermann et al., 2017). 
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In line with the socio-ecological perspective of environments that support young 
people’s development, the social environment of educational settings such as schools can 
play a key role in the development of wellbeing that arises from goal orientations. 
Commonly, research into goal orientation has focused on the individual context, considering 
achievement-based behaviours as being apprehended solely between an individual and a 
task, yet achievement-based tasks in educational settings are normally carried out in 
contexts that include other people (Darnon et al., 2007). Motivation research and theory has 
begun to recognise that motivation and goal orientation emerges from the social interactions 
between individuals within the social context of the classroom and education setting, 
reflecting a social constructivist framework approach to wellbeing that arises from motivation 
in educational environments. This viewpoint assumes that an individual's perspective of their 
academic work, such as their beliefs about their academic ability and expectations about 
the outcomes of taking part in a task is influenced by social-contextual factors; for example, 
the difficulty of the task, perceived classmates’ ability and importance of the learning material 
(Bandura, 1982; Urdan & Schoenfelder, 2006; Weiner, 1986).  
This section has provided an overview of how wellbeing is considered to be shaped 
within educational environments. It is clear from the highlighted literature that education has 
commonly been linked to wellbeing outcomes in later life, reflective of objective wellbeing 
measurements that relate to job prospects, income and health which places little focus on 
the immediate context of young people’s lives. This section then goes onto discuss socio-
ecological models of human development that have been used within research that has 
begun to recognise the importance of different contextual factors within educational settings 
that may influence young people’s wellbeing. As demonstrated within research into goal 
orientation and achievement, there is a recognised need to focus on the social construction 
of young people’s lives and how these impact upon their affective domain and shapes their 
wellbeing. The literature discussed within this section further perpetuates the need for 
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research that is contextually relevant to young people’s lives, that is based upon their current 
reflections of wellbeing. Within this research, the focus is on revealing ways in which young 
people construct and apply knowledge of wellbeing to their own lives when viewing wellbeing 
as a socially mediated context. Subsequently, the next section will discuss the history and 
development of environmental education in schools in order to provide context for 
understanding the application of educational-based wellbeing theories to the setting of 
environmental education.   
 
2.4. Environmental education: purpose and practice  
To explore how wellbeing is currently understood in environmental education 
settings, the historical underpinnings and goals of environmental education and how it has 
taken shape in schooling needs to be considered. This section explores the historical context 
of environmental education and sets the scene for how the contested nature of 
environmental education has been developed, where key debates surrounding the important 
outcomes of environmental education are discussed. It also highlights the competing 
discourses of environmental education that exist in the crossover between informal 
environmental education settings and its conception within formal school settings. This 
section sets the context for the following section that brings together the literature that has 
been addressed relating to wellbeing, young people and education, to then discuss current 
understandings of how environmental education plays a role in developing wellbeing in 
young people.  
 
2.4.1. The history of environmental education 
The history of environmental education can be seen to be anchored in the early 
twentieth-century nature study movement, where nature and outdoor study was promoted 
and it became affiliated with conservation education, outdoor education, nature study, 
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education for sustainable development and environmental literacy (Heimlich, 2010;  
Stevenson, 2007). This movement emerged from concerns that urban migration would result 
in young people losing touch with nature and in turn opportunities to learn from direct contact 
with nature as a result of rapid urbanisation (Bailey, 1903). In line with this, the conservation 
movement also grew during the twentieth century as a post-war production surge fuelled 
economic growth and increased levels of consumption, introducing a concern for the 
preservation of species and areas of natural significance through improved management 
(Cooper & McNeill, 2000; Stevenson, 2007).  
Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring (1962) helped put the warnings of an imminent 
ecological disaster at the forefront of media coverage. Silent Spring focused on threats to 
environmental and human health from the burgeoning use of synthetic chemicals post World 
War 2, with Carson (1962) drawing particular attention to the pesticide Dichloro-Diphenyl-
Trichloroethane (DDT). The work of Rachel Carson translated scientific literature into a 
language and style that could easily be understood by the lay public in order to educate 
people on the unintended side effects of synthetic organic pesticides, and as a result, Silent 
Spring is acknowledged as a pivotal contribution to emergent modern environmentalism 
(Gunter, 2005; Waddell & Brooks, 2000). 
 Following on from Silent Spring, environmental organisations such as Friends of the 
Earth (FoE) and Zero Population Growth began to emerge that reflected the need to change 
the prevailing pattern of environmental misuse and address issues such as the use of 
nuclear power and air and water pollution from industry. Combined with the timely public 
campaign to raise awareness of global warming by Al Gore through ‘An Inconvenient Truth’, 
environmental issues became more frequently addressed in mainstream media (Rome, 
2003; Walter, 2009). Silent Spring was published in The New Yorker and a global revolution 
in environmental awareness was stimulated, launching a new decade of protest and 
rebellion and an increased interest in education that was linked to the environment, 
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underpinned by the idea that nature under stress was seen to question the quality of life of 
humans (Gottlieb, 2005; Parks, 2017).  
The concept of ‘environmental education’ was first defined by Stapp (1969. p31), he 
stated that ‘environmental education is aimed at producing a citizenry that is knowledgeable 
concerning the biophysical environment and its associated problems, aware of how to help 
solve the problems and motivated to work towards their solutions’. Troost and Altman (1972) 
agreed with this definition of environmental education and added that an additional goal 
should be to produce an active, environmentally-oriented citizen, the combination of these 
aims highlight the beginnings of the interdisciplinary nature of environmental education that 
sought to engage with both the natural and social sciences. However, this multidisciplinary 
approach to environmental education has led to some critical discussions about the 
discourse of environmental education and its intended outcomes. Tilbury’s (1995) historical 
review of environmental education revealed that up until the 1970s environmental education 
was not accepted in its own right and struggled to form its own identity and was subsequently 
used as a vehicle in a diverse number of disciplines that used the environment for 
educational purposes. The history of environmental education reflects a close connection 
between the growing concerns for the natural environment and how environmental 
education was defined and promoted (Carter & Simmons, 2010). Despite the long-standing 
interest in environmental education, the purpose of environmental education has long been 
shrouded in debate as a result of the emphasis that educators place on the multiple and 
competing environmental and educational outcomes of environmental education 
programmes (Fraser et al., 2015). 
In an attempt to address the competing discourses of environmental education, Lucas 
(1972) defined environmental education in three ways: learning about ecological processes 
and problems; outdoor nature education, and education for the environment. Despite this 
attempt to define the different aspects of environmental education, it was met with several 
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criticisms. Firstly, Jickling and Spork (1998) viewed the education for the environment 
approach as instrumental advocacy, describing it as propaganda and indoctrination. Yet this 
standpoint was also met with criticisms as Fien (2000) argued that the liberal tenet held by 
Lucas (1972) encompassed the multiple practices of environmental education for the 
environment that included logical and critical thinking, political literacy and community 
problem solving that represented a socially-critical orientation (Fraser et al., 2015). The 1977 
Tbilisi Declaration declared the goal of education to be to foster clear awareness of and 
concern about, economic, social, political and ecological interdependence in urban and rural 
areas; to create new patterns of behaviour of individuals, groups, and society as a whole 
towards the environment. This prompted Sauve (1999) to argue that environmental 
education aligned with the Tbilisi declaration, in that it reflected modernist notions of 
scientific education, whereas the socially critical movement of the 1980s focused on 
postmodern issues of justice, action, economics, politics, and culture as emancipatory. 
Further to this, Hungerford et al (1980) devised the “Goals for Curriculum Development in 
Environmental Education” in response to the lack of structure of definitions for environmental 
education with the four goals being: Ecological Foundations, Conceptual Awareness, 
Investigation and Evaluation, and Issue Resolution Skills. Each of the goals outlines the 
ideas and concepts that individuals should know after taking part in environmental education 
(Hungerford et al., 1980). 
Environmental education has traditionally placed a focus on changing individual 
behaviours towards pro-environmental behaviours and actions (Chawla & Cushing, 2007; 
Krasny & Roth, 2010), as stated by Hungerford and Volk (1990), the ultimate aim of 
education is shaping human behaviour. Adding to the debate surrounding the definition and 
purpose of environmental education, Orr (2004) argued that all education exists as 
environmental education, and that what is taught as part of the learning process is what 
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really matters and that what is included or excluded within environmental education is what 
leads learners to consider themselves as part of or apart from the natural world.  
 
2.4.2. How environmental education has taken shape in schools in the UK 
Two key types of educational discourses can be distinguished within environmental 
education in the UK; instrumental and emancipatory education. The long-standing dominant 
approach has been instrumental; the instrumental approach to learning asserts that the 
desired outcome of the education programme is already known and is aimed at changing 
pre-determined behaviours. The instrumental approach to environmental education starts 
with specific goals that have been formulated in terms of the preferred behavioural outcomes 
of a specific group that are viewed as passive receivers (D’Amato & Krasny, 2011; Wals et 
al., 2008). There are several critiques concerning instrumental environmental education, 
arguing that it is more concerned with the indoctrination and manipulation of learners. 
Despite this, proponents argue that instrumental approaches offer more measurable 
outcomes and indicators that are able to prove the effectiveness of environmental education 
(Fletcher, 2015; Fraser et al., 2015; Jickling & Wals, 2008; Kopnina, 2015). Further to this, 
it has also been argued that owing to the growing environmental concerns facing the planet, 
education should use all means possible to educate and inform learners about sustainable 
practices (Lennon et al., 2017). In contrast, an emancipatory approach to environmental 
education utilises more participatory approaches to learning, utilising social learning 
processes that try to engage learners in an active dialogue to establish co-owned learning 
objectives, shared meanings and a joint, self-determined plan of action to contribute towards 
a more sustainable society as a whole (Wals & Jickling, 2002). Whilst it is argued that an 
emancipatory approach is able to make manageable and sustainable change through 
learning that requires a more reflexive approach to thinking; critics ascertain that by the time 
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empowerment, reflexivity and emancipation have occurred we will have reached the worlds 
carrying capacity (Cincera et al., 2019; Wals & Jickling, 2002).  
Several studies have highlighted that there is a predominant pattern when reviewing 
the pedagogical approaches of environmental education within formal education settings 
(Goodlad, 1984; Goussia-Rizou & Abeliotis , 2004; Varela-Losada et al., 2016). The 
predominant approach has been viewed as focusing on the teacher as the dispenser of 
factual knowledge, thus putting much of formal environmental education in line with an 
instrumental approach to learning, whereby student participation and thinking is commonly 
confined to exploring pre-set factual information to a situation where a solution has already 
been determined (Cincera et al., 2019; Sosu et al., 2008). According to Stevenson (2007), 
this presents some contradictions between environmental education and schooling. Namely, 
within the original environmental education rhetoric, learners are considered to be active 
thinkers that generate and create their own knowledge for immediate use that adds social 
value for a sustainable, emancipated quality of life. In contrast, within school-based, formal 
settings of environmental education, learners are considered passive recipients of other 
people’s knowledge, where the knowledge is stored for future use for the enhancement of 
job prospects, individual status, and economic wellbeing. According to Cotton (2006) 
introducing the rhetoric of environmental education into schools presents a challenge for 
teachers as they need to present complex and emotive issues to students and young people 
in a coherent and non-biased manner. This is often thought to challenge the existing 
transmission of knowledge that is present within school settings and is thought of as 
conflicting for many teachers when approaching teaching and learning, with many 
subsequently being accused of failing at presenting environmental education effectively, 
indoctrinating young people with ‘green slogans’ rather than teaching a deeper 
understanding of the complexity of the issues (Cotton, 2006; Liu et al., 2015; Valderrama-
Hernández et al., 2017). 
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This section has explored the historical context of environmental education, 
highlighting how it has developed and taken place in both a formal and informal setting. 
Understanding the aims and goals of environmental education is important to consider in 
order to understand the different ways people might view environmental education and how 
this links to the development of wellbeing in the differing contexts of environmental 
education, schooling and the contrast between pedagogical approaches. To further explore 
this, the following section will discuss wellbeing within environmental education, highlighting 
the call for increased focus on the emotional dimensions of environmental education in order 
to move away from a more instrumental-based approach to learning. It will then explore the 
dominant approach to understanding how wellbeing is developed within environmental 
education settings, focusing on theories concerning connection to nature.  
 
2.5. Understanding emotions in environmental education 
Environmental education can be considered to consist of diverse and sometimes 
contradictory pedagogical approaches, on one hand, environmental education places a 
focus on changing environmental behaviours, whilst other approaches focus on developing 
skills in individuals for effectively participating in a democratic society (Sauve, 2005). 
Environmental education evolved as a response to the environmental problems that began 
to arise in the early twentieth century, yet today society is faced with global environmental 
change on an unprecedented scale and again environmental education is called upon to re-
examine its approaches. As a result of the recent attention to the disconnect of society from 
natural environments, Marcinkowski (2009) states that the field of environmental education 
must again decide what role it will play in addressing environmental and societal threats to 
our collective future (Krasny et al., 2010; Marcinkowski, 2009).  
According to Russell and Oakley (2016), an increased understanding of the emotional 
dimensions of environmental education is important and they subsequently highlight further 
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reports that argued for a focus on these dimensions. Much of the research surrounding 
emotions in environmental education has focused on the ‘doom and gloom’ aspects of 
learning about environmental problems and the crisis discourse that comes with learning 
about environmental degradation and environmental problems (Kelsey & Armstrong, 2012; 
Russell et al., 2013). However, this has placed a focus on emotions such as loss and grief, 
reflecting an embrace of the focus on problems, in turn emphasising young people learning 
about what has been coined ‘dark ecology’ over recent years. With research that has 
focused on the pedagogies of discomfort, the intersubjectivities of learning and abjection; 
there has been little research into broader emotional aspects of environmental education, 
despite a more affective turn within the social sciences and humanities (Russell & Oakley, 
2016).  
With the view of the purpose of environmental education being to produce citizens 
that have knowledge of and care for the natural environment, that are environmentally 
responsible and that are aware of environmental problems and motivated to work to solve 
them (Mangas et al., 1997; Stapp, 1969), a clear assumption of environmental education is 
that it needs to provide learners with enough knowledge of the environment to support these 
outcomes(Pooley & O’Connor, 2000). The initial emphasis placed upon providing basic 
knowledge of environmental and ecological principles has resulted in there being little 
attention paid to the development of environmental values, environmentally conscious 
behaviours and the affective impacts of environmental education. Drawing from the learning 
model presented by Eiss and Harbeck (1969), an individual’s response to their environment 
is based on three domains: affective, cognitive and behavioural, therefore suggesting that 
to address the goals of environmental education and to effectively develop environmentally 
conscious behaviour the affective domain is a key entry point. This highlights the need for 
an emotional understanding of the learner within environmental education (Pooley & 
O’Connor, 2000).  
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Adding to this, with an increase in mental health disorders in young people worldwide 
there is a growing need for experiences that are readily available to young people to support 
their mental health and wellbeing development, subsequently, there is a strong argument 
that outdoor education practices, such as environmental education should constitute 
towards a comprehensive nature-based public health strategy (Pryor et al., 2005). As such, 
much of the research on environmental and outdoor education programmes for supporting 
the wellbeing of individuals has been viewed from a connection to nature standpoint with 
much of the empirical work by social psychologists asserting that feeling a deep connection 
with the natural world results in positive psychological health responses. However, one 
potential argument for the abundance of research based upon connection to nature, as 
stated by Russell et al (2013), is the predominance of positivistic assessment in clinical-
based health research that frequently assesses isolated components of health using 
quantitative measures rather than a comprehensive view of health. As a result of this, there 
is little background into the causal factors of an individual’s connectedness with nature and 
young people’s cultural perceptions of the natural environment that may influence their 
wellbeing in natural-based settings and environments (Milligan & Bingley, 2007). The next 
section will turn to how connection to nature has been explored within the backdrop of 
environmental education and how it has been developed as a precursor for developing 
environmental education programmes that place a focus on wellbeing. 
 
2.5.1. Connection to nature and wellbeing 
The relationship between people and nature, mediated both culturally and 
psychologically has been prominent in the fields of geography, sociology, psychology and 
anthropology, with connection to nature evolving as a concept that relates to an individual's 
psychological and spiritual relationship with the natural world. It represents an individual’s 
trait level of feeling a sense of oneness with the natural world, encompassing a sense of 
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belonging to, and sense of community with nature (Dutcher et al., 2007; Mayer & Frantz, 
2004; Russell et al., 2013; Tang et al., 2015). From this understanding, connection to nature 
goes beyond being familiar with nature, but includes an individual’s sense of kinship with 
nature, seeing oneself as belonging to the natural world as much as it belongs to us and the 
welfare of the natural world as being directly related to the nature of oneself (Ernst & 
Theimer, 2011; Mayer & Frantz, 2004). From an evolutionary perspective, it is argued that 
humans have an innate need to affiliate with nature and have an inborn tendency towards a 
preference of natural environments, defined by Wilson (1984) as Biophilia. Thus, asserting 
the fact that as humans, we have evolved alongside the natural environment and 
demonstrate a genetically based human need to affiliate with nature. The Biophilia 
Hypothesis (Kellert & Wilson, 1993) expanded upon the ideas of Biophilia and attributed our 
desire to be in natural environments to our relatively late separation from the natural world 
and maintains that humans still have the value of nature embedded into our biology (Kellert 
& Wilson, 1993; Wilson, 1984).  
Understanding the relationship between connection to nature and wellbeing is an 
important component to developing theories of effective practice across a variety of settings 
that aim to utilise nature as a restorative resource (Mayer et al., 2009). Capaldi et al (2014) 
explore the multiple concepts that have been used to understand the relationship between 
nature and wellbeing and include these as; connection to nature, commitment to nature, 
emotional affinity towards nature, environmental identity, the inclusion of nature in self and 
nature relatedness (Clayton, 2003; Davis et al., 2009; Dutcher et al., 2007; Mayer & Frantz, 
2004; Nisbet et al., 2009; Schultz, 2000).  Research in the field of wellbeing has recognised 
the influence of natural environments in enhancing people’s perceptions and feelings of 
physiological, emotional, psychological and spiritual wellbeing (Brymer et al., 2010; Herzog 
& Strevey, 2008; Maller et al., 2006; Pryor et al., 2005). Experience in the natural 
environment has emerged as a significant factor that impacts upon varying domains of 
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young people’s wellbeing and increased engagement with the environment has been 
associated with a range of cognitive, physical and affective benefits (Adams & Savahl, 2017; 
Gill, 2014; Kellert, 2005). 
Evidence suggests that contact with nature is important for young people as it is 
significantly associated with promoting imagination, creativity, cognitive and intellectual 
development, and enhancing social relationships. Alongside this, increased feelings of 
connection to nature are also found to positively correlate with higher levels of self-esteem 
(Barton et al., 2016; Bloomfield, 2017; Heerwagen & Orians, 2002; Kellert, 2005). From an 
educational perspective, contact with nature enhances young people’s development of 
cognitive and emotional connections to their social and biophysical worlds, enhancing their 
knowledge of nature and understanding of their place in the world (Cramer, 2008; Moore et 
al., 2003; Weare, 2003). Additional research has shown that developing connections with 
nature is associated with meaning in life and vitality as the restorative influence of natural 
environments is associated with increased self-efficacy, self-image, self-control, self-
confidence, decision making and self-empowerment (Berman & Davis-Berman, 2005; Hoag 
et al., 2013; Norton & Watt, 2014;Russell et al., 2013).  
The idea of ‘connection’ in studies behind nature connection and wellbeing is perhaps 
one of the most pertinent and linked to the sociological underpinning of this research. A 
sense of connectedness is defined by Cojuharenco et al (2016) as the perceived unity and 
interdependence with others. Terms such as bonding, belonging, community relatedness 
and attachment are used to describe the construct of connectedness (Libbey, 2004). 
Connectedness and a sense of belonging are in general considered to be a basic 
psychological need as high levels of social connectedness are frequently found to positively 
correlate with higher levels of wellbeing (Ryan & Deci, 2001b). Research demonstrates that 
individuals who feel better integrated into social communities and feel a satisfying sense of 
connection with others tend to experience more positive emotions, meaning in life and 
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increased life satisfaction (Reis et al., 2000). It is possible to extend this understanding of 
connection and belonging to non-human relationships, as positive interactions and 
experiences with nature can lead to increased levels of inclusion of self with nature (Davis 
et al., 2009; Kals & Maes, 2002; Liefländer et al., 2013). In line with this, the concept of 
environmental identity refers to the inclusion of the environment in one's self and the extent 
to which the natural environment is an important part of how we identify ourselves with 
nature. Environmental identity is similar to the concept of collective identities such as 
gender, race and nationality and plays the same role in developing a sense of belonging to 
a wider social structure and supportive environment, as such environmental identity is 
considered to play an important part in guiding personal and social behaviour towards the 
environment (Blatt, 2013; Clayton, 2003).  
The concept of connection to nature has been a prominent feature in educational 
theory, and environmental education is commonly attributed as one of the main strategies 
for facilitating a connection to nature(Fletcher, 2017). Providing a positive educational 
experience of nature, where a child can develop an appreciation for the natural environment, 
is considered a building block towards constructing a sense of affinity towards nature and in 
turn pro-environmental behaviours. As stated by Knapp (2000), the definitive aim of 
environmental education is to change individual behaviours towards the environment by 
producing environmentally literate and responsible behaviours in individuals (Knapp, 2000; 
Louv, 2005).  
 
2.5.2. Environmental education and wellbeing: framing the relationship 
As demonstrated, there is a strong body of literature supporting the notion that the 
concepts of wellbeing and connection to nature are strongly interrelated (Capaldi et al., 
2014; Cervinka et al., 2012; Hinds & Sparks, 2009; Kellert, 2002). However, educationalists 
have played a less distinct role in the field of wellbeing and as a result, the impact of 
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educational experiences and environments on wellbeing is less prominent in research and 
literature (Van Petegem et al., 2007). It is considered that placing wellbeing as a central 
focus in environmental education requires a new way to conceptualise theories of learning. 
Recent research reinforces the importance of understanding the role learning environments 
play in shaping the development of young people and equipping them with the resources 
and skills that enable them to thrive. Alongside this, understanding the relationship between 
connection to nature and wellbeing is an important component to developing theories of 
effective practice across settings that aim to utilise nature as a restorative resource for 
wellbeing and is an important consideration within this thesis for developing constructivist-
based understandings of the development of wellbeing in environmental education (McLeod 
& Wright, 2016; Johanna Wyn & Dwyer, 2000).  
Young people are considered the global future decision-makers and leaders of 
society and combined with their accessibility to learning programmes they are often the 
primary audience of environmental education (Ballantyne & Packer, 2002; Ojala, 2012). 
Research by Ballantyne et al (2001) states that the best way to engage young people with 
an environmental message is to immerse them in experiences in the environment which 
enable them to observe evidence of environmental problems and the impacts of these on 
wildlife, habitats and humans. However, Wimberley (2009) argues that in this context, 
environmental education is prescriptive and places a higher focus on changing learner 
behaviours with no regard for human and community needs. Learning about environmental 
problems is considered to trigger an emotional response in students, and research indicates 
that learning about environmental problems can cause negative emotions such as 
pessimism, worry, anger and hopelessness. These negative feelings are considered to 
increase when young people attempt to make sense of the complexity of the problems they 
are confronted with and in particular when the understanding of a problem shifts from 
something intellectual and detached, to a personal and connected knowing, commonly 
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reflected in environmental education (Hicks & Bord, 2001; Ojala, 2012; Taber & Taylor, 
2009).  
Adding to this, formal education in all its forms has traditionally placed a focus on 
transmitting existing knowledge that is widely recognised and accepted by society (Kyburz‐
Graber et al., 2006). Compared with traditional school settings, the rhetoric of environmental 
education requires students to engage with problematic inquiry, complex problem solving 
and critical thinking and, as a result, the sort of learning linked with environmental education 
demands could be unappealing as immediate feelings of satisfaction and accomplishment 
are considered limited. Rogers & Tough (1996) state that learning about complex problems, 
directly confronting uncertainty about the future, and critically examining deeply held 
worldviews can lead to feelings of emotional turmoil. These experiences of negative effect 
can lead to a disconnect from the reality of the situation, consequentially leading to a halt in 
the learning process rather than activating informed choice and action. This stems from the 
notion that humans are considered to have great difficulty subjecting their own worldview to 
scrutiny and this difficulty is enhanced when negative features of the human condition are 
highlighted (Hicks & Bord, 2001). As a result, it can be considered that this accentuates the 
problem of the relationship between constructing knowledge of environmental issues and 
enhancing learners’ wellbeing in environmental education.   
Whilst it is important to acknowledge the potential adverse effect of negative 
experiences, Svanstrom et al (2008) assert that in order for education to foster behavioural 
change, a key element is critical thinking and the integration of different perspectives. The 
underlying themes of negative affect that arise here concerning environmental education 
draw parallel to theories of transformative learning and as such, it is considered possible to 
view feelings of negative affect as an important part of the learning process (Mezirow, 2003; 
Thomas, 2009). Transformative learning is the process of critically reviewing one's habitual 
frame of reference and making them more open, reflective, inclusive and emotionally able 
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to change (Mezirow, 2003). The key element to transformative learning is the experience of 
a ‘disorienting dilemma’ and the feeling of no longer being able to interpret current 
experiences and understandings against prior assumptions. These experiences result in a 
constructive discourse that uses the experiences of others to assess reasons for justifying 
assumptions, to make sense of new constructs and make confusing perceptions intelligible 
(Cranton et al., 2006; O’Sullivan, 2002). This type of learning when situated in environmental 
education is thought to lead to personal growth, alongside questioning and changing one's 
behaviours towards the environment and is considered an essential approach to developing 
young people’s skills to handle uncertainty in their lives (D’Amato & Krasny, 2011; Zsóka et 
al., 2013). The challenge for environmental education is creating opportunities and learning 
situations for young people to explore and analyse environmental problems that include their 
prior experiences and perspectives of themselves and develop effective pedagogical 
approaches that show parallels between individual transformations and ecologically 
responsible behaviours (Feinberg & Willer, 2013; Kyburz‐Graber et al., 2006; Stevenson, 
2007).  
Evaluating the relationship between wellbeing and environmental education can draw 
from a wide range of literature on learning theories. A learning environment can be described 
as consisting of active interactions between learner and teacher or learner and learner (So 
& Brush, 2008). Learning is also considered to be a process that takes into account the 
learning environment, consisting of interactions between human and non-human 
components that surround the learners. Correspondingly, Brody and Tomkiewicz (2002) 
suggests that environmental education is a product and process of the relationship between 
personal, social and physical realms. Learning in environmental education occurs in a wide 
variety of contexts and sources that extend beyond traditional classroom settings (Brody, 
2005; Littledyke, 2008). An investigation into how young people learn in environmental 
education and construct an understanding of nature is required in order to understand the 
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influence it plays on wellbeing. The concept of connection to nature has been explored in 
the wider literature; however, there is little research in the context of environmental 
education and yet it is argued that exploring young people’s relationship with nature can 
help frame environmental education to meet the needs of young people (Bonnett, 2007; 
Heerwagen & Orians, 2002; Kalvaitis & Monhardt, 2012; Loughland et al., 2003).    
 
2.5.3. Environmental education and connection to nature 
It is a commonly held assumption that immersing young people in nature increases 
affect and care for the environment. Traditional approaches to understanding connection to 
nature and pro-environmental behaviour have been based on the information deficit model, 
attributing lack of action and concern for the environment to a lack of understanding from an 
absence of knowledge (Blanchet‐Cohen, 2008; Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2002). However, a 
review of research by Rickinson et al (2004) concluded that better knowledge of the natural 
world does not automatically lead to a positive relationship with nature (Bögeholz, 2006; 
Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2002). Phenice and Griffore ( 2003) state that the quality and type of 
environmental education determines how young people see themselves in relation to the 
natural world. For example, research by Milligan and Bingley (2007) sought to explore how 
woodland impacted young people’s wellbeing and concluded that we cannot accept 
uncritically that the notion of the environment is inherently therapeutic. Gibson’s (1979) 
theory of affordances points to the possibilities and restrictions that emerge from 
environments and can be used as a framework to understand how engagement with the 
natural environment in environmental education can influence wellbeing. Affordances are 
defined as the opportunities offered by an environment to take actions aimed at fulfilling 
one's needs and are functionally significant properties considered in relation to an individual 
(Ettema & Smajic, 2015; Gibson, 1979; Kyttä, 2003). The affordances of an environment 
can be physical, such as a park bench for elderly people to sit on or a tree that provides 
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shade from the sun (Lennon et al., 2017). Alongside this, they can also be considered to be 
symbolic and of a social kind, with both holding important implications for how environmental 
education environments might play a role in the development of young people’s wellbeing.  
 
2.5.4. Affordances in the natural environment  
Affordances in natural environments have received a great deal of attention in studies 
with younger children, specifically Kytta (2002), who highlighted that affordances in the pre-
school outdoor adventure environment refer to what the environment provides and what is 
perceived or recognised by children as realisable in relation to their needs, interests, 
motivations and capabilities (Larrea et al., 2019). When applied to the setting of 
environmental education this provides a key framework for considering the affordances of 
wellbeing, as certain environments need to offer something that the individual perceiving it 
can detect as a possible enabler or constrainer of actions, consequentially the actualisation 
of affordances depends upon not only the individual's capabilities and endowments within 
the environment but also the socio-cultural practices shaping the perception of potential 
affordances and their actualisation (Ergler et al., 2013; Kyttä, 2002; Reed, 1996). In the case 
of environmental education, it is important to consider the affordances that young people 
are looking for within the setting in order to understand the elements that may or may not 
support their wellbeing. Marcus et al (2016) argue that affordances should not be imposed 
by experts, but the meanings of places need to be understood by the local community e.g. 
in the case of environmental education the learner’s perceptions of the environmental 
affordances in the setting (Nissen et al., 2020). It could be considered that the setting of 
environmental education could cause conflict upon the actualisation of their affordances. As 
previously highlighted, studies have demonstrated that nature offers various affordances for 
young people in relation to their wellbeing, in direct relation to affordances a study by Rantala 
and Puhkka (2020) indicated that nature allows young people to be calm and get away from 
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the pressures of everyday life but that the right amount of time and the right place for 
encountering nature are needed.  
In contrast to this, curriculum-based environmental education has the competing goal 
for the natural environment to also afford opportunities for young people to learn, yet is 
dependent upon the value that young people place on learning during environmental 
education, as young people attach their own values and knowledge upon spaces and places 
and their affordances (Borden , 2001; King & Church, 2013; Robinson, 2009). As highlighted 
earlier, pedagogical wellbeing in educational settings is an important part of the learners’ 
overall wellbeing with a key characteristic being that it is developed in the everyday practices 
of schooling (Pyhältö et al., 2010). Yet, an important consideration for environmental 
education and the ability for learning experiences to influence pedagogical wellbeing, is the 
impact that peers and teachers have upon young people, as it is considered that the learning 
community regulates learning, such as the ability to concentrate, how the environment is 
observed, how feedback is perceived and how affordances are perceived (Deci & Ryan, 
2002; Kristensson & Ohlund, 2005). According to Bell et al (2003), it is the presence of 
others within environments that contest how young people’s differing meanings and values 
are actualised and as such young people negotiate spaces through a paradox of freedom 
and control (Bell et al., 2003; King & Church, 2013). This places particular importance upon 
the facilitators within environmental education for understanding the young people’s values 
and affordances that are placed upon an environment at a particular time, again this leads 
to an important consideration of the goals of environmental education and whether or not it 
seeks to support wellbeing, enhance the curriculum or promote environmental advocacy. 
According to Hunter (2007), the role of a facilitator is to guide the group process to 
help participants achieve their agreed purpose. Priest and Gass (2005) argue that the 
participants and the objectives and context of an outdoor learning programme should dictate 
how the facilitator leads the programme. This is an important consideration for 
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environmental education contexts that are based around meeting curriculum needs, but also 
seek to enhance young people’s wellbeing as it has been suggested that teacher control 
over what is learned, even in settings that are based around experiential learning techniques 
conveys a message of control over students rather than empowerment (Estes, 2004; 
Thomas, 2010). Learner autonomy is widely cited in traditional education literature, with 
studies indicating that teachers who support student autonomy are more effective at 
fostering developmental outcomes such as perceived competence, self-esteem, creativity, 
and conceptual understanding (Sibthorp et al., 2008).  Outdoor learning environments and 
the pedagogical practices within them have been associated with autonomy, with much of 
the research focusing on how outdoor learning programmes can be designed to support 
learner autonomy by implementing pedagogical approaches that allow choice, provide a 
rationale to participants about decisions and that take on learners’ perspectives (Barrable, 
2020; Cincera et al., 2020; Sheldon et al., 2003). The empowering process of these 
approaches to learning have been considered to equate to the development of key 
adolescent wellbeing elements such as self-efficacy, life effectiveness and leadership and 
communication skills (Sibthorp, 2003; Sibthorp et al., 2007; Sibthorp & Arthur-Banning, 
2004).  
 
2.5.5. Competing goals of environmental education 
As a result of the recent attention that has been paid to the apparent disconnect of 
society from natural environments and the negative effects of increasingly limited access to 
nature, a new ‘humanising’ approach to environmental education has been conceptualised 
(Louv, 2005; Strife, 2010). This approach suggests that a new approach to environmental 
education is required that encompasses learning for the health and wellbeing of human 
society and that enhances youth development (Krasny & Roth, 2010; Schusler et al., 2009). 
A humanistic approach to education practices focuses on how education can purposefully 
81 
 
support the development of educational environments that facilitate constructive growth of 
the whole person and focuses on education to empower individuals to participate in society; 
as opposed to education that emphasises environmental facts and concepts. According to 
Fien (1993), a humanistic approach to environmental education is social education that is 
committed to promoting social justice, equality and democracy through active pedagogical 
initiatives (Hanley et al., 2020; Strife, 2010).  
Divergent views of environmental education can be seen as useful in terms of critical 
reflection and pedagogical innovation, however, a lack of common goals and constructive 
dialogue is thought to lead to confusion and ineffectiveness and the inclusion of human-
centric goals in environmental education has led to a contested debate about its situation 
outside the commonly perceived boundaries and aims of environmental education (Fraser 
et al., 2015; Scott, 2009). This diverse approach to environmental education opens up 
contention about the importance of research into the effects different forms have on young 
people, paying particular attention to wellbeing, as the need to work together towards 
achieving mutual goals becomes critical (Chawla & Cushing, 2007; Tidball & Krasny, 2010).   
The knowledge constructed from environmental education is key to both a young 
person’s understanding of themselves and ultimately their wellbeing, as well as an 
orientation towards pro-environmental behaviour. What constitutes environmental education 
that facilitates a relationship between wellbeing and pro-environmental behaviours has had 
little research and remains relatively unknown. In order to explore the kinds of experiences 
young people have in environmental education, research needs to be based on young 
people’s understandings of the environment. To understand how young people handle 
problems, situations and the world around them, research also needs to understand how 
young people experience phenomena for themselves (Loughland et al., 2002; Rickinson, 




2.6. Environmental education research from the perspective of young people  
In the fields of environmental education, geography, health and environmental 
psychology, young people’s relationship with the natural environment has been the subject 
of scrutinous research since ‘Last Child in the Woods’ (Linzmayer & Halpenny, 2013; Louv, 
2005). However, many of the studies researching young people’s experiences of 
environmental education have focused on external evaluations - reflecting other people’s 
interpretations of a young person's experience, or an adult’s recall of their own childhood, 
arguably causing a misconstruction in the evaluation of how young people experience the 
world around them (Adams & Savahl, 2017; Gurevitz, 2000; Linzmayer & Halpenny, 2013). 
The dominant approach to measuring young people’s experiences has traditionally been 
from an adult centred research orientation across both the fields of education and wellbeing 
and this has again led to an adult’s interpretation of the lived experience. Concepts such as 
connection to nature and wellbeing can be considered as socially contingent in that they 
evolve through society and culture and are therefore prone to change and redefinition over 
time (Manderson, 2005). Social constructivism theories argue that knowledge and meaning 
are socially and culturally constructed, leading to the understanding that the definitions 
young people and adults place on concepts such as connection to nature and wellbeing are 
likely to be different based upon time and generational differences (Demeritt, 2002; Fattore 
et al., 2007).  
Critically, it has been argued that these traditional approaches to understanding 
wellbeing are based upon the developmental outcome for later adult life. The emphasis 
placed on wellbeing in this context, as highlighted in the discussed literature, considers 
adolescence as a developmental stage, implying the need for enhanced wellbeing to 
prepare young people for the transition into adulthood as active members of society. It has 
been argued that this approach devalues the period of adolescence, viewing young people 
as incomplete, unfinished, or less than fully human and has led to a reconceptualisation of 
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childhood and growth in childhood studies research privileging young people’s voices (Ben-
Arieh, 2007; Ben-Arieh, 2005; Fattore et al., 2007). 
A recent focus on young people’s voices in research draws from elements of social 
studies and the new sociology of childhood. Alongside this, research from within psychology, 
sociology and geography makes the case for childhood research that includes young 
people’s constructions of their social worlds, recognising that young people are competent 
in interpreting their everyday worlds (Danby & Farrell, 2004; Mason & Hood, 2011; Mayall, 
2012). From a sociology of childhood perspective, young people are seen to be competent 
in developing relationships from their own viewpoint, in contrast to theoretical perspectives 
labelling them as being passive and dependent on others (Mason & Hood, 2011). Situating 
young people as competent social actors sees the world of a young person being 
constructed in relation to an adult’s social world, as they are deemed capable of influencing 
each other. This presents an important factor for environmental education, as increasing 
research into education from a sociological perspective recognises the significant role of 
student-teacher interactions in developing young people’s social development, sense of 
belonging and motivation to learn (Bolger et al., 2003; Danby & Farrell, 2004; Osterman, 
2000). Supporting this, Honkanen et al (2017) state that young people live in varying 
geographical, cultural, historical, interactional, material and situational spaces and as such 
research into young people’s perspectives of how they interpret these spaces and how they 
impact their everyday lives in the context of environmental education, helps to understand 
their perspectives and standpoints on the development of their wellbeing (Fattore et al., 
2012; Fattore et al., 2007). The overarching viewpoint is that young people need to be 
recognised as the experts of their own lives in order for their views to be taken into account 
at the policy level for the design of educational policy and appropriate learning environments 
(Honkanen et al., 2017).  
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Young people are considered within the social constructivism framework to be 
constructed in relation to their particular society - their beliefs, understanding and values are 
underpinned by their existence in different societies at different times and framed around 
the expectation of society resulting from these constructions (King, 2004). In the context of 
education, constructivism theory assumes learners do not just passively acquire knowledge, 
but that they create their knowledge as they attempt to understand their experiences and 
emphasises the role young people play in gaining and assimilating knowledge into their own 
worldview (Driscoll, 2000; Loughland et al., 2003; Terwel, 1999). Constructivist learning 
theories have implications for how environmental education is viewed and researched. 
Colburn (2000) states that young people as learners bring their own beliefs and knowledge 
about how the world works to the learning environment. Consequently, young people enter 
a learning situation with their own complex beliefs, values and emotions and make sense of 
the world around them by applying new knowledge to their pre-existing understanding 
(DiEnno & Hilton, 2005; Pritchard & Cartwright, 2004).  
Previous research into environmental education from a constructivist approach 
explores young people’s conceptions of the environment compared to adults. Results have 
demonstrated that young people’s understanding differs from that of adults, in that young 
people view the environment and environmental issues in how it affects them and how it 
relates to their personal experience, creating a conflict of knowledge construction between 
learner and teacher (Cullingford, 1996). From this standpoint, it is argued that in order to 
understand how young people make sense of environmental education in settings that have 
the potential to challenge their worldview, we first have to understand how young people 
experience problems. Evidence demonstrates that understanding a young person’s 
worldview is fundamental to take into account when designing environmental education 
programmes, finding out the way young people experience environmental education and 
construct knowledge is related to ways that they may then act and feel (Lijmbach et al., 
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2002; Loughland et al., 2003). Consequentially, the relationship between young people’s 
prior knowledge and how it relates to the worldview they are forming through the experience 
of environmental education is of importance for evaluating the effects of environmental 
education on young people’s wellbeing. Similarly, as previously stated, insights from 
sociology argue that individuals have a myriad of environmental experiences and 
subsequently relate to the environment in different ways as a result of varying structural and 
cultural constructions of the environment (Rudy & Konefal, 2007).  
Moreover, understanding young people’s perspectives of how they interpret spaces 
and how they impact upon their everyday lives in these contexts leads to a more 
comprehensive development of young people’s wellbeing (Fattore et al., 2012; Fattore et 
al., 2007). From a sociology position there lies a multifaceted array of social and cultural 
factors of wellbeing in young people, as different cultures, societies and generations equate 
wellbeing to different factors. For example, Eckersley (2011) posits that new cultural focuses 
on ‘the good life’ enhances pressures to meet ever-increasing standards to achieve higher 
levels of wellbeing, heightening the risks of negative feelings associated with decreased 
wellbeing (Eckersley, 2011; Sweeting et al., 2010). These distinctions of wellbeing in young 
people remain contested as there is a contradiction between viewing young people as social 
actors who shape their own lives and viewing young people as influenced by structures and 
cultural forms (Bourke & Geldens, 2007; Miles, 2000; Wyn & White, 2000).  
 
2.7. Concluding summary 
This chapter has explored the complexity in defining and understanding wellbeing in 
order to explore how it is developed in the context of environmental education. It has built 
upon the topics that were introduced in the preceding chapter and drawn upon literature that 
provides context for the study's aims and objectives in relation to understanding the role 
environmental education can play in enhancing the wellbeing of young people. It explores 
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how wellbeing has been understood and explored in previous research, in the broadest 
sense, and applied to young people and adolescents. It has also explored the factors that 
have been considered to influence and support wellbeing and the key educational 
environments that impact young people’s wellbeing. The intersection of wellbeing, 
educational contexts and environmental education has also been explored.  
In considering the definition and understanding of wellbeing, this chapter has 
highlighted that the ways in which people understand wellbeing. Much of the wellbeing 
research that has taken place has focused on objective measurements of wellbeing, or 
subjective measurements that rely on quantifiable indicators that have been subject to 
criticisms centred on the need for a multi-dimensional approach to wellbeing that is able to 
explore wellbeing from the perspective of the individuals under research. In light of this, this 
chapter highlighted constructivist approaches to understanding how people develop 
knowledge and understanding of the world around them that demonstrate the need for 
understanding wellbeing from a socially collaborative perspective. This understanding of 
wellbeing provides a framework to develop the methods of this research, that are best suited 
to meet the aims and objectives of this study in order to focus on developing a socially and 
culturally relevant understanding of wellbeing from a young person’s perspective.  
This chapter has also explored the intersection of wellbeing and formal education 
environments. Education has long been explored in educational research as a means for 
enhancing objective wellbeing domains, however calls to understand the psychological 
aspect of educational settings became more apparent as health and wellbeing issues in 
young people increase. It has been highlighted in research by Bronfenbrenner (1979) that 
the school environment is a key developmental environment for young people, and as such 
research should seek to explore the mediators of wellbeing within these environments. 
Understanding these mediators within formal educational settings provides a foundation for 
understanding how wellbeing may develop within curriculum-based environmental 
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education settings, as discussed further in the chapter, the approaches of environmental 
education and formal school settings can often have similar instrumental approaches to 
learning. Within this body of research, several studies identify the key mediators of wellbeing 
in educational settings as being related to theories of motivation, achievement and identity. 
To date, little attention has been paid to the role of these elements within environmental 
education, with much of the wellbeing research focusing on connection to nature and the 
affective domain relating to conservation, developing environmental knowledge and feelings 
of concern for the environment. As a result of a lack of research exploring wellbeing within 
curriculum-based environmental education from a perspective that focuses on young 
people’s values and perceptions of both environmental education and wellbeing, this 
research will seek to explore how young people interpret the spaces around them in the 
context that are relevant to them at the time. By utilising a subjective understanding of 
wellbeing that allows for wellbeing to be explored from the perspective of the individual this 
research will seek to provide contextualised insight into the participants’ wellbeing constructs 
and explore the dimensions of wellbeing that are important to them in the setting of 
environmental education.  
In order to address the highlighted shortcomings, this research will ensure that 
appropriate research methods are utilised, that allow for the participants’ perspectives of 
wellbeing and environmental education to come through. Subsequently, following on from 
this chapter, the next chapter describes the methodological approaches that have been 
employed within this study to meet the aims and objectives of this research in order to set 























3.1. Introduction  
This chapter provides an account of the methodology used within this research and 
a justification of the methods used in order to address the research objectives. The chapter 
will firstly highlight the research aim and objectives, before moving on to discuss current 
research approaches in this field. Following on from this, the ethical considerations that are 
associated with this study will be summarised. The final sections of this chapter will provide 
an overview of the procedures that were used to analyse the empirical data. The limitations 
of this study will also be highlighted taking into consideration the framing of the research, 
the data collection and the analysis procedure. This chapter provides context for 
understanding the research process and the development of the subsequent empirical 
chapters.  
 
3.2. Research aim and objectives 
This research focuses on students from across the UK, ranging between the ages of 
14 and 18.  The research aims to explore the role and potential of residential, curriculum-
based environmental education programmes in enhancing the wellbeing of young people, 
drawing from participants’ experiences of residential environmental education at FSC 
Slapton Ley. This research primarily seeks to understand how young people understand 
wellbeing from their perspective, and considers how these perspectives shape the 
participants’ experiences of wellbeing within environmental education. Moving beyond 
exploring experiences of wellbeing, this research explores possible strategies for residential 
environmental education to promote the wellbeing of young people.  
The objectives of this research emerge from the need to understand wellbeing from 
the perspective of the people involved in the research and to understand the lived 
experiences of young people’s wellbeing in the nexus of wellbeing and curriculum-based 




As stated in chapter 1, the objectives of this study are:  
Objective 1 – To understand how young people characterise wellbeing  
Objective 2 – To identify and explore how and why residential environmental education 
experiences may influence the individual wellbeing of young people  
Objective 3 – To explore how residential environmental education can promote the wellbeing 
needs of young people.  
 
3.3. Methodological approach  
3.3.1. Current approaches to researching wellbeing in the context of young people’s lived 
experiences  
Research into improving young people’s wellbeing has been increasingly prioritised 
across many national and international governments, as subjective wellbeing has been 
linked to a number of different developmental outcomes for adolescents across 
psychological, social and health-related domains, such as academic performance, social 
development and self-esteem (Schonert-Reichl & Lawlor, 2010; Trainor et al., 2010; Vujčić 
et al., 2019). However, the complexity of wellbeing, as highlighted in chapter 2, has made it 
a difficult concept to define and measure, leading to several different approaches that 
capture wellbeing in research with adolescents.  For example, a review by Fane et al (2016) 
into measuring young children’s wellbeing highlighted 87 different tools used to measure 
and assess their wellbeing, with much of the research with children and adolescents being 
focused on developing psychometric instruments that capture wellbeing, based upon 
domain approaches and social indicators.  
Using social indicators in wellbeing research is the most common approach to 
assessing wellbeing as they provide a simple means for providing a statistical overview of 
wellbeing in a quantifiable way. Indicators are able to describe trends across cultural, social 
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and economic dimensions of wellbeing and can be used to study the status and living 
conditions of adolescents (Ben-Arieh, 2007). Atkinson et al (2002) define social indicators 
as a set of specific indices covering a broad range of social concerns, with dimensions of 
adolescent wellbeing often focusing on material wellbeing, housing and environment, 
education, health and safety, risk behaviours and quality of school life (OECD, 2009). 
Specific indicators, therefore, include life expectancy, child mortality, access to health 
services, access to water, access to sanitation, infant mortality, calorie intake, literacy, years 
of schooling and school enrolment ratios. There continues to be some agreement that social 
indicators in research with children and young people are a vital tool for providing 
researchers with the opportunity to quantify different aspects of wellbeing, making it easily 
measurable to track programme outcomes, set goals and provide accurate measures of 
young people’s lives for public policy (Asher Ben-Arieh, 2010; Mashford-Scott et al., 2012). 
Despite this, there are questions as to whether these assessments take into account young 
people’s priorities, values and visions of wellbeing, owing to the fact that indicators research 
with children and young people has been typically studied from an adults’ point of view with 
little insight into adolescents’ perspectives on their wellbeing. Equally, many of the indicators 
of wellbeing use separate measures of wellbeing, relying on one or two domains of wellbeing 
and subsequently miss the multidimensional nature of wellbeing (Pollard & Lee, 2003).  
As interest is growing into how young people’s conceptualisation of wellbeing is 
constructed, there is increasing awareness that quantitative measures of wellbeing, whilst 
important, are not able to capture the perspectives of participants involved in the research 
at a given time. This presents an argument against the use of numerical scores in the 
evaluation of wellbeing and whether the data can be reliably compared across different time 
frames and societies (Crivello et al., 2009; Groundwater-Smith et al., 2014). The ordinal 
nature of self-report measures on wellbeing sets up cognitive bounds to the understanding 
of wellbeing from the individual, resulting in preconceived perceptions of wellbeing, usually 
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from the researcher’s perspective on the participants. Fleuret and Sechet (2002) argue that 
if subjective wellbeing is to be based on quantifiable indicators, they need to be 
complemented by the study of processes and social constructions of wellbeing to be a 
meaningful tool for action (Sebastien Fleuret & Atkinson, 2007; Tella & MacCulloch, 2006). 
Quantifying subjective wellbeing also faces concerns around cultural differences and social 
norms in the evaluations of wellbeing, which is particularly prevalent in research into 
adolescents’ wellbeing.  
The wellbeing of young people has typically been studied from an adult point of view, 
with many of the existing theoretical approaches and studies on wellbeing relying on 
external, adult assessments of what constitutes wellbeing - with adult experts developing 
the categories and measures used to assess young people’s wellbeing, this has arguably 
led to an adult’s interpretation of the lives of children and young people (Camfield & Tafere, 
2009; Vujčić et al., 2019). Further to this, this approach to wellbeing research raises issues 
of validity as cross-generational differences become apparent. Fattore et al (2007) highlight 
that we do not ultimately know whether adult-centric indicators of wellbeing are meaningful 
to children and young people. In some instances, it can be considered that adults such as 
parents and teachers hold valuable insights into the lives of adolescents. However, it is now 
being widely considered that adults' perceptions of wellbeing differ from that of young 
people. A study by Sixsmith et al (2007) researching children’s, parent’s and teacher’s 
perceptions of wellbeing demonstrated that whilst similarities are apparent, young people 
hold different views of wellbeing to that of their parents and teachers, indeed, children 
included pets in their conceptualisations of wellbeing, whereas adults perceived school as 
being more important. Moreover, Steinberg et al (2008) highlight that even among 
adolescents there may be differences in perspectives of wellbeing, with younger 
adolescents tending to be less future-oriented and desire more immediate gratification than 
older adolescents.  
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A number of studies have sought to include young people’s perspectives on wellbeing 
in quantitative research. Both Rees et al (2009) and Hanafin and Brooks (2009) used data 
collected from the perspectives of the participants involved in the research to develop 
indices of children’s subjective wellbeing. Rees et al (2009) index consist of a five-item 
measure of overall wellbeing and ten single-item measures of happiness with different 
aspects of life, derived from previous research and consultation with young people to 
develop a better understanding and measurement of wellbeing as it relates to them. Hanafin 
and Brooks (2009) highlight the challenges in developing a national set of child wellbeing 
indicators using a consensus approach involving multiple stakeholders, including children. 
Indicators included in the set relate to information about socio-demographics; children’s 
relationships, children’s health, educational, and social, emotional and behavioural 
outcomes and formal and informal supports for children. The key challenges that arose in 
developing a quantitative data set included: 1. availability of data 2. variability in the quality 
of data 3. harmonisation of demographic variables 4. how reports should be compiled and 
presented.  
Despite these attempts to draw from children's perspectives there is increasing 
awareness that quantitative measures of wellbeing cannot provide detailed information that 
is required to capture a broad understanding of wellbeing to create responsive and 
appropriate health services that capture the participants’ perspectives of their worldview 
(Darbyshire et al., 2005). Hamilton and Redmond (2010) ascertain that the measurement of 
wellbeing for young people and adolescents should include interpretations of the person as 
a whole and view the person as a critical and reflexive agent. In relation to educational 
settings, Kozol (1991) wrote that the voices of children have been missing from the whole 
discussion of education and educational reform (p.5). Further to this, Levin (1994) argued 
that the most promising educational reform strategies involve treating students and young 
people as capable persons, capitalising on their knowledge and interests and involving them 
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in determining goals and learning methods. Over the last few years, with the emergence of 
the sociology of childhood, it has been emphasised that children, as capable social actors, 
are the best experts in their own lives. Therefore, research should be expressed as being 
‘with children’, as opposed to ‘on children’ (Christensen  & James, 2000), listening to children 
(Clark, 2005), child-centred research (Scott, 2014) or children as co-researchers (Freeman 
& Mathison, 2009).  
According to Ben-Arieh (2005), in order to better answer questions about young 
people’s lives, children and young people need to be actively involved in studies as the 
primary source of information, as their daily life is something they know the most about. In 
order to gain an accurate measure of and provide meaningful monitoring and understanding 
of young people’s wellbeing, methods need to be developed that gather children’s subjective 
perceptions of their world and insights into their experiences. A study by Backe-Hensen 
(2004) demonstrated that young people not only know what is important to them but have 
clear views on how these issues should be measured, yet throughout much of the literature, 
there have been highlighted concerns about the accuracy of young people’s self-reports, 
resulting in many cases using parents, guardians or even other adults such as teachers as 
the source of information on children’s lives, preventing research that takes into account 
their perspectives. However, the recognition of children and young people as a distinct group 
has given impetus to a different understanding of children’s wellbeing, highlighting the 
significance of individual perceptions, in relation to measures of happiness and quality of 
life, with the emphasis being placed upon the concept and experiences of wellbeing as 
declared by the person who is the focus of the research (Qvortrup, 1994). This highlights 
the fact that the positivistic approach of measuring children’s competencies in adult-centric 
ways, against those of adults, incorporates assumptions about children as becoming adults, 
and ultimately we do not know whether the domains and measures identified by adult 
researchers are meaningful to children (Ben-Arieh, 2005). 
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Critically, it has been argued that traditional approaches to understanding young 
people’s wellbeing have been based upon the developmental outcome for later adult life. 
The emphasis placed on wellbeing in this context considers childhood as a developmental 
stage, implying the need for enhanced wellbeing to prepare young people for the transition 
to adulthood as active members of society, dismissing childhood as an important stage in 
and of itself, and viewing it as well-becoming (Ben-Arieh, 2010). It has been argued that this 
approach devalues childhood, viewing young peoples as incomplete, unfinished, or less 
than fully human and has led to a reconceptualisation of childhood and a growth in childhood 
studies research privileging children’s and young people’s voices (Ben-Arieh, 2007; Bühler-
Niederberger, 2010; Fattore et al., 2007). Young people’s agency is a core issue in the 
sociology of childhood and increasingly conceptualisations of children and young people 
that decontextualise their lives are being viewed as problematic (Brady et al., 2015; Singal 
& Muthukrishna, 2014). These highlighted concerns are part of a shift towards a more 
qualitative contribution in research to encompass areas of people’s lives that they view as 
important and influential. Researchers from sociology have begun developing more 
inclusive and participatory methodologies with the voices of young people at the centre of 
the research (Barker & Weller, 2003; Ben-Arieh, 2005). The contribution of qualitative 
research with young people that places a focus on their agency makes it possible for 
research to encompass areas of their lives that are influential and important. According to 
Camfield et al (2009), qualitative methods can make research more relevant to participants 
and provide contextual information to explain particular outcomes. 
Methodological techniques that include drawing, photography and storytelling have 
been developed as qualitative platforms for young people to communicate through and a 
number of studies utilise a mixture of these techniques to be inclusive of the different ways 
young people prefer to communicate (Christensen  & James , 2000). The mosaic approach 
developed by Clark (2005) is a commonly used multi-method approach for research with 
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young children, involving adults and children working together to gather and document 
perspectives through the use of participatory tools such as photography, drawing and 
walking tours. A study into secondary school students' perspectives of their surrounding 
environments by Morrow (2001) utilised photography to allow students to take pictures of 
their environments and describe the value they have for their wellbeing, producing important 
data about how young people relate to and perceive their environments. Examples of 
research that uses further types of qualitative methods are also well documented; interviews 
and focus groups have all been used to elicit conceptions of young people’s wellbeing. A 
study by Armstrong et al (2004) used interviews to gather understandings of what constitutes 
ill-being and wellbeing with local people in Sri Lanka, with the research highlighting the 
differences between young people’s and adult’s responses. Timelines have also been used 
in wellbeing research, acting as a tool to study young people’s understanding of the life 
course and wellbeing in relation to specific events, to capture an overview of important 
influences on wellbeing (Christensen & James, 2000; James, 2005). Within sociological 
research, ethnographic and participatory research methods have an important part to play 
in the evaluation of young people’s wellbeing in creating an important dialogue between 
researchers and participants, however, they raise important concerns about quality and 
ethics (Cooke & Kothari, 2001; Cornwall & Pratt, 2002). According to Jans (2004), the 
process of being involved in participatory research may open up potentially new and 
profound ways of thinking for young people and how they engage with their social world, as 
such researchers need to be sensitive to cultural relativism and universal principles (James 
et al., 1997; Jans, 2004; Jones & Sumner, 2009).  
This draws important implications for the consideration of wellbeing research in the 
context of environmental education. Geographers of health have emphasised the 
importance of relationships between health and the spaces and places that produce 
experiences of wellbeing (Kearns & Moon, 2002), bringing a broad lens to wellbeing 
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research with researchers taking into consideration and exploring the processes that 
generate and promote wellbeing, exploring the relationships between spatial and social 
aspects of health (Fleuret & Atkinson, 2007). Expanding upon this, Honkanen et al (2017) 
state that young people live in varying geographical, cultural and situational spaces, as such 
research into young people’s perspectives of how they interpret these spaces is vital to 
understand standpoints of developing wellbeing in settings such as environmental education 
(Fattore et al., 2012; Fattore et al., 2007). However, there has been little research into these 
experiences from a qualitative perspective with many researchers relying on the traditional 
social indicators and scale approach to assess the outcomes of experiences of place.  
 
3.3.2. Rationale for a qualitative based approach to the study 
The preceding chapters highlight the need for a more participant-focused, subjective 
exploration of young people’s wellbeing in environmental education. This study aims to 
explore the role and potential of environmental education for enhancing young people’s 
wellbeing, utilising the first-hand experiences of young people taking part in residential 
environmental education programmes. Making sense of experiences, alongside the 
construction of wellbeing can be seen as subjective to the individual, with the view of 
wellbeing as a concept that is perceived and defined by the individual themselves, taking 
into account their everyday experiences of people and their environments (Crivello et al., 
2009). As a result of this subjectivity, young people can be considered to experience 
environmental education in different ways, therefore examining experiences from the 
perspective of the research participant is crucial to this research. Working from within the 
epistemological viewpoint that human development is socially situated and knowledge is 
constructed through interaction with others is consistent with the view that wellbeing is a 
social construct and re-asserts the adoption of a social constructivist framework to this 
research that is in contrast to positivist approaches. This research will be driven by a 
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participant-focused methodology, to produce case-specific knowledge concerning the young 
people in question. This epistemological approach ultimately challenges many of the 
assumptions of positivistic wellbeing research that has traditionally been undertaken. 
Quantitative-based approaches to understanding wellbeing have dominated much of 
the previous research into young people’s lives and have mainly been driven by a positivist 
approach (Camfield et al., 2010; McLellan & Steward, 2015; Phan & Ngu , 2015). Whilst this 
approach has been fundamental in placing wellbeing firmly on the policy agenda, a 
quantitative methodological approach is not without its critiques. A positivist perspective 
focuses on the quantifiable elements of wellbeing and therefore does not consider the 
contextual or societal factors that may influence young people’s experiences and 
understandings of wellbeing. Quantitative methodologies that are underpinned by positivist 
epistemologies, according to Waters (2009), hold an ‘instrumental’ view of wellbeing. This 
view asserts that wellbeing is experienced by young people when they have learned a 
particular set of skills or dispositions and that only when these are observable by 
researchers, parents or teachers is wellbeing possessed (Mashford-Scott et al., 2012).  
To capture the participants’ experiences of wellbeing in environmental education, this 
thesis will employ a mixture of qualitative methods. The use of multiple qualitative research 
methods has been explored with young children and has been demonstrated as an 
appropriate way to capture the broad range of ways that young people choose to express 
themselves (Armstrong et al., 2004; Crivello et al., 2009). The use of qualitative research is 
considered interpretive and realistic towards participants, Denzin and Lincoln (1995) note 
that qualitative research methods are used to study an occurrence that is supported by the 
social meaning from the individuals involved and within the environment it naturally occurs 
(Flick, 2004; MacDonald, 2012). Social determinants of health, such as education, can be 
seen to be embedded in social constructivism frameworks, whereby learning is regarded as 
a shared social activity and therefore invite qualitative research designs (Nyika & Murray-
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Orr, 2017; Watson, 2001). The social constructivist approach adopted in this research offers 
a different perspective as a way of attending to the social context of wellbeing and 
addressing the hegemony of more quantitatively oriented research designs (Busch et al., 
2013). 
It has often been argued that qualitative research lacks objectivity; however, Kirkman 
(2002) highlights that the narrative focus in qualitative research places an emphasis on the 
linguistic reality of human existence and is not limited by pre-existing formal systems, in 
essence adding more breadth and rigour into the meaning of experience. With this in mind, 
a qualitative research approach was identified as most appropriate for this study. Utilising a 
qualitative research approach allows the complex situation of environmental education and 
wellbeing to be explored from the participants’ perspectives, providing personal and specific 
accounts of experiences of environmental education in their own words. Further to this, 
qualitative research is considered a useful approach for addressing questions relating to 
how social experiences are given meaning, creating a picture of the experience within a 
specific environment and making the experience visible for research (Denzin & Lincoln, 
2000). Using multiple qualitative methods of data collection can lead to a more detailed and 
comprehensive understanding of the concept under research and allow for the limitations of 
each methodology and triangulation of data.  The next section of this chapter highlights the 
methods that have been chosen to fit into the social constructivist ontology of this research. 
 
3.4. Framework of enquiry  
3.4.1. Phenomenological case study approach  
As previously noted, this study is informed by a social constructivist ontological 
position, therefore within this research, the concept of wellbeing is not seen as pre-defined 
but subjective, and dependent upon the context within which it is constructed. According to 
Riegler (2001), constructivism is the idea that we construct our own worldview rather than it 
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being determined by external reality and that reality is resultant from the human mind that 
consists of both the individual and the collective. Social constructivism asserts that an 
indispensable part of the construction of our worlds is the incorporation of the agency of the 
individual and others and that for an individual to make sense of the social environment they 
must interact with others. Further to this, as a result of the mediatory features of language 
and other forms of communication, knowledge constructs are considered to be formed first 
on an inter-psychological level before becoming internalised (Adams, 2006). Within the 
social constructivist outlook, it is also asserted that culture binds humans in how they interact 
with each other and the natural environment, owing to the fact humans are considered to 
create meaning and ontological beliefs in cultural participation (Eybers, 2018; Fleury & 
Garrison, 2014). 
As mentioned in the previous section, there are a number of different ways to assess 
and measure the wellbeing of young people, however, many of these approaches rely on 
quantitative, positivist approaches, and as such section 3.3.2 of this chapter outlined the 
rationale for a qualitative approach within this research. This thesis challenges the positivist 
notions and examines the nexus of wellbeing and environmental education through an 
inductive lens and aims to develop insights into the participants’ experiences of 
environmental education and its potential for enhancing wellbeing. This viewpoint asserts 
that an increased understanding of the cultural and contextual factors that influence 
wellbeing based upon the participants’ experiences is necessary to maximise potential 
positive outcomes for individuals when considering the structure of environmental education 
programmes. A case study approach to this research provides a platform for exploring 
participants' experiences of wellbeing in environmental education in an inductive and in-
depth study, with the methods selected for this research sitting in line with this framework.  
This research design follows elements of phenomenology, which is considered an ‘insiders’ 
approach’ (Conrad, 1987). The goal of phenomenological research is to capture and 
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describe the experience of a phenomenon such as wellbeing from the perspective of those 
who have experienced it, by exploring what was experienced and how it was experienced, 
making it well suited to this research (Neubauer et al., 2019; Teherani et al., 2015). The 
phenomenological approach views knowledge as being dynamic and changing and linked 
to an individual’s previous experience and understanding (Leonard, 1994; Plager, 1994). 
This research seeks to develop novel understandings of the participants’ experiences of 
environmental education and its potential for enhancing wellbeing, therefore the participants’ 
definition of wellbeing is developed through an inductive process that is driven by the data 
rather than pre-existing definitions of wellbeing. Thus, allowing for the participants’ 
experiences of wellbeing within environmental education to be situated against their 
perceptions and definition of wellbeing. Specifically, this research will utilise a 
phenomenological case study approach.  
 
3.4.2. Case study approach 
A case study approach has been deemed most suitable for meeting the objectives of 
this research. Case studies allow for the exploration and understanding of complex issues 
by explaining both the process and outcome of a phenomenon through complete 
observation, reconstruction and analysis of the cases under investigation, allowing for the 
investigation of contemporary phenomena within its real-life context (Tellis, 1997; Yin, 2009). 
According to Crowe et al (2011) the case study approach lends itself to research that seeks 
to capture information on the what, why and how; such as how a health or wellbeing 
intervention is being received on the ground, as they allow researchers to disentangle 
complex factors and relationships by concentrating specifically on the context in which the 
study evolves, generating as full a picture as possible of the case under study (Punch, 2009). 
Therefore, according to Easton (2010) case study research can be defined as a research 
102 
 
method that develops a holistic description of a situation, where data is collected using 
multiple sources through an iterative research process.  
However, whilst case studies have been considered an appropriate methodology to 
use in health and education research to uncover the lived experiences of participants, it has 
also been argued that they lack rigour and reliability and that they do not address issues 
surrounding generalisability (Noor, 2008; Punch, 2009) – a key argument against the use of 
case studies is the lack of ability to reach a generalising conclusion. Further to this, Yin 
(1993) stated case studies as microscopic, owing to the limited sample cases and case-
specific setting. A common test for the validity of quantitative research is the ability to 
generalise findings to wider groups and circumstances, yet Patton (2002) asserts that 
generalisability in reference to qualitative studies is dependent upon the case selected and 
studied (Golafshani, 2015). Yin (2009) also argues that case studies do not aim to generalise 
populations, they aim to generalise theories and replication of the research may be claimed 
if two or more cases are shown to support the same theory. In addition to this, further 
defending the use of case studies against critiques of their lack of generalisability, they 
explore a phenomenon in a specific context, such as wellbeing in environmental education 
practice at FSC Slapton Ley; the examination of the data must be conducted within the 
context of its use (Yin, 1984).  
This research seeks to explore the impact of environmental education on the 
wellbeing of young people in the setting of FSC Slapton Ley and will utilise two different 
methodologies to triangulate the data; these will be focus groups and solicited participant 
diaries. Triangulation of data has risen as an important methodological consideration within 
naturalistic and qualitative research in order to control for bias and validate results against 
other resources, with combining methods and data within research stated as being able to 
strengthen a study (Golafshani, 2015; Mathison, 1988; Patton, 2002). Yet, Barbour (1998) 
argues against the use of multiple methods within research, suggesting that mixing methods 
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within one paradigm, such as qualitative research, can be problematic as each method 
utilised comes with its own assumption, in terms of the theoretical frameworks that the 
researcher asserts upon the research. However, the social constructivist standpoint used 
within this research is based upon the view that knowledge is constructed through 
interactions between human beings and their world and thus indicates that there are multiple 
or diverse constructions of reality, thus in order to acquire and understand these multiple 
and diverse values in research, multiple methods must be used. According to Golafshani 
(2015) engaging multiple methods in constructivist, qualitative research leads to a more 
valid, diverse and reliable construction of realities.  
This research is interested in exploring the mediators of wellbeing within 
environmental education; therefore, an exploratory instrumental case study approach was 
taken to obtain an in-depth description of the experience of the participants within the setting 
of environmental education (Stake, 2005). According to Stake (2005), the purpose of an 
instrumental case study is to gain an understanding of the phenomenon of interest, and not 
of the participant or specific case, each participant within the study is considered a case for 
exploring the phenomena. In this study, the phenomenon of interest is wellbeing, specifically 
the mediators that enhanced or detracted from wellbeing within environmental education 
experiences. This instrumental case study methodology allowed an intensive and in-depth 
description and analysis of the social phenomenon that was bounded by the context and 
setting of FSC Slapton Ley and permitted an exploration into the characteristics and 
perceptions of environmental education experiences that influence wellbeing (Bloomberg & 







3.4.3. Case study site  
Slapton Ley Field Centre  
The focus of this research is FSC Slapton Ley, located in the East Devon village of 
Slapton, which sits in the area of Start Bay. The centre is situated next to Slapton Ley 
National Nature Reserve and the FSC jointly manage this site with the Wild Planet Trust. 
The surrounding area is a mixture of coast, woodland and farmland providing a wide variety 
of experiences for young people.  It is one of twenty-nine FSC centres across the UK that 
provide opportunities for people to learn about, discover and explore the environment. The 
centre's main function is to provide a variety of programmes and courses for learners that 
supplement their curriculum learning. The main age group is school students between the 
ages of 14 and 18 years, with the visits focusing on undertaking fieldwork that meets the 
requirements for GCSE, IB and A-Levels. The days at FSC Slapton Ley are structured 
around classroom and lab sessions, as well as utilising the surrounding area for hands-on, 
practical sessions, with the teaching being undertaken by tutors at the field centre, who have 
been trained to teach the curriculum. Students visit with their school groups and typically 
stay on a residential field trip for between 3 and 5 days and stay in shared accommodation 
that is fully catered for on-site.  
FSC Slapton Ley was considered an appropriate site for this research as it provides 
plenty of opportunities to explore the experiences of the research participants in the lived 
experience of environmental education. The centre offers a number of different experiences 
that provide a rich backdrop for the participants’ discussions and a broad setting for the 
participants to draw from. The nature-based experience of FSC Slapton Ley combined with 
the focus on meeting curriculum needs provided an important element to this research in 
helping to explore the impact of combining nature-based experiences with formal learning, 
to help understand young people’s wellbeing in these settings. Further to this, a large 
number of school groups and young people visit the centre which provided an extensive 
105 
 
pool of potential participants. The structure of the learning at FSC Slapton Ley also allowed 
the research to be undertaken – having enough time to fit in focus groups alongside the 
participants learning was vital to this research and to ensure the young people’s learning 
was not negatively impacted upon. FSC Slapton Ley was able to accommodate the research 
and therefore was considered an appropriate site for this research to be carried out within.  
 
3.4.4 Nature of the collaboration with the FSC 
 As previously mentioned within the introduction, this research was a collaborative 
studentship that was jointly funded by the FSC and the University of Exeter. Environmental 
education providers are increasingly exploring the impact of their programmes on the health 
and wellbeing of young people as environmental education researchers place increased 
emphasis on exploring the links between environmental quality and human wellbeing 
(Ardoin et al., 2012). Whilst the FSC were aware that these issues were being addressed 
through some of their current initiatives, this studentship was formed through the FSC 
recognising that a knowledge gap existed concerning the role that environmental education 
can play in enhancing the wellbeing of young people, particularly through residential 
educational experiences and social learning. The FSC had previously jointly funded a PhD 
with the University of Exeter, so continued with the funding partnership to allow for further 
exploration of its educational practice. Whilst the collaborative nature of this studentship 
allowed me to work closely with the FSC through supporting their tutors and applying my 
research through workshops with staff and contributing towards quality assurance 
documents, it has not been without some challenges. 
 Initially, it was envisaged that the research would be a mixed-method approach that 
deployed both qualitative and quantitative techniques to measure and explore wellbeing. 
However, through my initial exploration of the literature relating to understanding wellbeing 
of young people in environments, I suggested to the FSC that I would like to focus on a 
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purely qualitative research approach in order to capture the lived experiences and mediators 
of wellbeing within an environmental education setting. Throughout discussions with the 
FSC concerning my research approach, it was emphasised that they would like quantitative 
data to see how their educational programmes were impacting upon domains of wellbeing. 
In order to address these different approaches to the needs of the research, we agreed that 
I would focus my research on qualitative data whilst simultaneously working with the FSC to 
design a Likert style survey that could be handed out to learners on different programmes. 
Throughout this time, I had to ensure that the FSC understood that the survey could only be 
used internally and was not attached to my research as it has not been included within any 
of my ethical procedures.  
 Further to this, it was recognised that the use of focus groups within the teaching time 
could place a strain on the tutors and other members of staff based at FSC Slapton Ley. 
The time-consuming nature of focus groups sometimes meant that tutors had to rush to 
ensure that the participants had finished their teaching sessions on time to ensure that they 
made it to the focus groups. Equally, if focus groups started late, it sometimes meant 
participants were late to dinner which impacted upon the timings of the catering. There are 
clear benefits to working so closely with an organisation to capture the experiences of 
participants as they happen; however, it sometimes presented an awkward and challenging 
position when navigating how I could fit my position as a researcher around the tutors’ needs 
to ensure that they were sticking to the pre-set course timetable agreed with the school. 
Exacerbating this at times was the expectation of some tutors that I could discuss the 
conversation I had within the focus groups with them and the expectation that the 
discussions were going to be solely framed around positive experiences. In order to address 
this, I carried out workshops with the tutors to help them understand my research and the 
need for confidentiality when discussing wellbeing within focus groups. This in turn led to 
the senior management team at FSC Slapton Ley asking me to run a workshop for the staff 
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to discuss their understandings of wellbeing in the workplace in order for the management 
team to better understand the needs of their staff.  
Similarly, there was some expectation from the FSC that the quotes gathered from 
focus groups could be used for marketing material, highlighting key wellbeing benefits to 
taking part in an educational programme at FSC Slapton Ley. This presented some tension 
because whilst I understood how the quotes from the research could be beneficial from a 
marketing sense, from a research perspective, participants were not asked if they were 
happy for quotes to be used from marketing. Additionally, singular quotes would be taken 
out of context and would not be supported by theoretical context or further empirical data to 
give a clear sense of what was said to lead to that particular quote.  
Despite some tensions and challenges, without the collaboration with the FSC and 
the flexibility offered within the studentship, from the support of the tutors and all the staff at 
FSC Slapton Ley, I would not have been able to capture the amount of data that I managed. 
Working collaboratively allowed me to design a research project that directly impacted and 
supported an organisation in developing their practice and allowed me to develop research 
skills in a real-world setting.  
 
3.5. Field Methods  
The previous section has outlined the rationale for using a qualitative case study 
approach within this research and the framework of the study. This section will discuss the 
methods that have been used within this research and consider them in relation to how they 
allowed the empirical data to be elicited in order to meet the aims and objectives of the 
research. The methods used in this research were centred on focus groups and solicited 
participant diaries that were carried out within residential school visits. The purpose of this 
research is to explore the emotions and wellbeing of young people from their perspective 
and, as such, a key consideration for the field methodologies was how to appropriately 
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engage with young people with the research to allow them to freely give their perspective of 
the environmental education experience. Traditional research methods with children and 
young people have ranged from experimentation to observation with the power lying with 
the researcher, leading to adult-centric interpretations of the data (Morrow, 2008). In some 
cases, research methodologies have excluded the perspectives of young people from the 
research process as data obtained from children was considered unreliable and invalid as 
children were deemed too immature to understand their worlds (Kirk, 2007; Punch, 2002).  
However, the sociology of childhood perspective reframed the position of children 
and young people in research and views childhood as socially constructed, emphasising the 
social, cultural and historical variability of childhood (James, 2001; James et al., 1997). In 
this sense, young people are viewed as being competent social actors that are actively 
involved in shaping and responding to their social worlds (Hutchby, 2005; Scott, 2008), 
consequently, children are viewed as active agents within the research process, rather than 
passive objects. This reframing of the understanding of children and young people has been 
supported by research that has demonstrated that children and adults have held different 
views and experience events differently from each other, which leads to the suggestion that 
adult’s interpretations cannot give valid and accurate accounts of young people’s social 
worlds (Beresford , 1997; Dixon-Woods et al., 1999). Therefore, the methods chosen within 
the research must be appropriate for the young people involved, taking into account their 
social and cultural context and the research questions.  
 
3.5.1. Focus groups and participatory visual methods 
This study was centred on capturing participants’ perceptions and experiences of 
wellbeing. It has been noted by Deneulin and McGregor (2010) that constructs and 
experiences of wellbeing are situated in and influenced by an individual’s social and cultural 
context and are born out of people’s shared values and meanings.  As a result, focus groups, 
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combined with participatory visual techniques were deemed an appropriate method for 
forming a guided discussion within this research, in order to allow the participants to discuss 
issues in the context of their shared cultural background (Barbour, 2007). Focus groups are 
a commonly used research method in the sociology of health and wellbeing and educational 
research (Anderson & Shattuck, 2012; Schulze & Angermeyer, 2003). They have been 
deemed as an appropriate method to be used with young people as they allow an in-depth 
exploration of the way people think, feel and act in a certain manner and allow flexibility for 
participants to engage with the research in a relaxed manner (Harper & Makatouni, 2002). 
Focus groups provide a platform for participants to play a role in shaping the research as 
dialogues between the researcher and participants are constructed, as opposed to 
interrogations and can expose the multiple and diverse differences, contradictions, 
experiences, views, perceptions and attitudes of different group members (Bennett, 2002; 
Hydén & Bülow, 2003). Yet, it is argued that the collective nature of focus groups may be a 
limit to the data collection process as some participants may feel that certain topics are too 
sensitive to be discussed within a group setting and would prefer a more private environment 
(Phillips & Johns, 2012). However, Hopkins (2007) suggests that focus groups can also be 
combined with other qualitative techniques to reveal individual opinions that may not be 
revealed in the group approach. It is for this reason that participatory visual techniques have 
been utilised within the focus groups in this research.  
Participatory visual methods in research use creative methods such as drawings, 
photography and maps to elicit data collection and are predominantly used in research with 
children and young people (Clark, 2005; Lomax, 2012). Visual methods have been emerging 
in research as a tool not just for collecting data, but as a way to generate new knowledge, 
alongside addressing the power imbalance that can often occur between the researcher and 
the participants (Packard, 2008; Pink, 2020). As stated, there often arises an issue within 
focus groups with participants being nervous to discuss certain topics, particularly prevalent 
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when discussing topics such as health and wellbeing. As part of a focus group setting, visual 
methods can be more suited to some participants, with respondents being more willing to 
disclose their experiences and reactions in a more secluded form of data and help 
participants that may find it difficult to express their ideas verbally and investigate ideas that 
cannot easily be put into words (Gauntlett, 2007). Using visual data in research with young 
people allows the interpretive process of information to be more collaborative as the 
participants have increased control over the artefacts that they use to represent their 
knowledge and information (Barley & Russell, 2019). As a result, producing visual data with 
young people allows the research participants to provide an insight into how they represent 
themselves, understand their own life story and connect with the social world. It is argued 
by Knowles and Sweetman (2004) that visual data can reveal what is hidden in the inner 
mechanisms of the ordinary and what is frequently taken for granted (Gauntlett, 2007; Rose, 
2014). 
For this research, the visual techniques used within the focus groups consist of mind 
maps, drawings and a variant of the Life Course TimeLine. Mind maps provide a visual 
representation of an individual’s understanding of a concept. Wheeldon and Faubert (2009) 
state that the use of mapping allows for the identification of key concepts and connections 
based on how participants frame their understanding and experience, as such mind maps 
will be used to help the participants illustrate what wellbeing means to them. Further to this, 
drawings will also be utilised, where the participants can draw an environment that is 
considered by them to support their wellbeing in order to draw out further their 
understandings of wellbeing and what it means to them. Drawing techniques have been 
used in previous research, with Punch (2002) using drawings in an exploratory study to 
discover what children consider to be important aspects of their lives and have been used 
in further studies within the field of health (Horstman & Bradding, 2002; Sartain et al., 2000). 
The drawing technique has become popular in research as a method of eliciting young 
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people’s views in a way that encourages communication between the participants and the 
researcher, encourages motivation and trust in the participants and offers an alternative 
form of communication within focus groups (Gibson et al., 2005). Alongside this, timelines 
will be used to provide a visual representation of the participants’ experiences, where events 
can be displayed in chronological order, showing the significance and meaning of certain 
events and experiences. According to Gramling and Carr (2004) timelines facilitate the 
recollection and sequencing of personal events and are useful for comparison with other 
data. Within a focus group setting, they are also considered a useful tool for facilitating 
reflection on the participants’ experiences as there is an opportunity for participants to 
represent their own version of reality whilst reflecting on the significance of individual events 
and the relationship between them (Berends, 2014; Harris & Huntington, 2000).  
The focus groups were coordinated with the schools and the staff at FSC Slapton Ley 
before the participants arrived at the field site. The schools were asked for between six and 
ten volunteers to take part in the focus groups. Before the participants volunteered, they 
were provided with a detailed overview of what the focus groups would consist of (detailed 
later in this chapter). This research consisted of two focus groups, the first focus group being 
carried out at the beginning of the participants’ stay and the second at the end of their stay. 
The discussions within the focus group were guided using a semi-structured approach, to 
allow for an open response to the questions and flexibility for the participants to guide the 
discussions. Bryman (2004) states that following a semi-structured approach allows 
discussions to be broader than  a more closed approach, but the incorporation of questions 







Focus group 1 
Focus group 1 was used in this study primarily to meet objective 1 of this research: 
the ways in which young people come to understand wellbeing and the mediators of 
wellbeing within their lives. However, it also connected to objective 2, in that it provided 
additional context for understanding the participants’ expectations of the residential 
experience and the thoughts and feelings they had before the stay that may play a part in 
influencing their wellbeing during the trip. The focus group lasted between 45 and 60 
minutes and took place on-site at FSC Slapton Ley. The first focus group was structured 
around creating a wellbeing mind map (see fig 3.1. for an example), with the objective of the 
wellbeing mind maps being for the participants to create an overview of what wellbeing 
means to them and what wellbeing is made up of. When the participants had finished their 
mind maps, they were then asked to turn over their piece of paper and draw and describe 
Fig 3.1. Example of a participant’s wellbeing mind map 




an environment that they feel supports their wellbeing (see figure 3.2. for an example). The 
wellbeing mind maps and drawings were followed by a group discussion about wellbeing in 
order to bring the individual and collective definitions together, the output of this exercise 
was a number of wellbeing elements (e.g. friends and family, health).  
The discussion then moved on to discuss perceptions, emotions and expectations 
towards the field trip and was led by some semi-structured questions to guide the discussion 
and the participants were encouraged to take a lead in the discussion. The structure of the 
focus group discussion was as follows: 
Visual techniques 
- What does the term wellbeing mean to you?  
o Mind map to show what wellbeing and feeling good means to you 
o Annotate what contributes to/enhances these feelings of wellbeing 
- What is an environment that you feel supports your wellbeing?  
o Draw/describe an environment that enhances your feelings of wellbeing 
Discussion 
- What does wellbeing mean to you? 
- Why are these elements you have drawn important to your wellbeing? 
- How does this environment support your wellbeing? 
- What do you think is the purpose of residential environmental education? 
- How do you feel about this trip? 
- How do you think it might make you feel? 




Focus group 2 
The second focus group was carried out with the same participants at the end of their 
stay at FSC Slapton Ley and lasted between 45 and 60 minutes. This focus group connected 
primarily to objectives 2 and 3: to uncover the mediators of wellbeing within environmental 
education and to explore the role that environmental education experiences play in 
influencing the participants’ wellbeing. This focus group started with the participants being 
asked to create timelines of their stay (see fig 3.3 for example) on which they annotated key 
experiences and emotions that they felt throughout their time at FSC Slapton Ley, to 
elucidate the participants’ key individual moments of the trip. The participants were asked 
to provide both positive and negative emotions and annotate them with detail where relevant 
and required. In order to situate these experiences within a collective, group understanding, 
the last part of the focus group turned to a discussion about the experiences of the 
participants and their feelings of wellbeing throughout their stay.  
The focus group was structured in the following manner: 
Visual techniques  
- Create a timeline of your stay at FSC Slapton Ley and annotate it with key feelings 
and emotions and the experiences that mediated these feelings 
o What made you feel this way? 
Fig 3.3. Example of a participant’s timeline 
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o Why did it make you feel this way? 
Discussion 
- How has FSC Slapton Ley affected your wellbeing? 
- How have you felt and what has made you feel this way? 
- What do you think would support your wellbeing in environmental education?  
 
3.5.2. Solicited participant diaries  
The focus groups were combined with solicited participant diaries, with the 
anticipation that participants would engage with some methods more than others (Meth, 
2003); the multimethod approach can also enhance the credibility and dependability of 
research findings by developing data in different formats (Barbour, 2007). Solicited 
participant diaries are diaries kept by participants, whereby the participants are aware that 
they are going to be read by the researcher and used to inform the research and can provide 
an important platform for participants to write about and reflect upon their experiences, 
thoughts and emotions (Morrison, 2012). Meth (2003) states that the use of diaries within 
human geography research has been growing as there has been an emergence of interest 
in accessing ways of understanding the world through embodiment and emotionality, 
alongside a response to criticisms of geography’s methodological conservatism (Crang, 
2005). However, much of the research that utilises participant diaries has focused on 
participants logging items from a list of health indicators that are composed of fixed response 
questions (Fricke & Unsworth, 2001; Morey et al., 2003; Rook, 2001), this commonly used 
structured format is then not that dissimilar to that of survey techniques, with open diaries 
within qualitative research being rarely used (Milligan et al., 2005).  
Research using open solicited participant diaries is now considered a useful tool in 
qualitative health and geography research as participants are able to record and reflect upon 
their own experiences. Diaries can be designed to facilitate structured or unstructured 
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responses that allow room for participants to depict their own priorities and are considered 
a useful means for capturing the weight and meaning of different events and experiences in 
people’s lives (Milligan et al., 2005). An important consideration in relation to this research 
is the ability of participant diaries to capture events as they unfold. Diaries are less subjective 
to vagaries of memory and retrospective censorship and provide an important means for 
uncovering the routine and everyday experiences and moments that could otherwise be 
easily forgotten (Meth, 2003; Thomas, 2007). In this sense, participant diaries differ to focus 
groups in that they challenge the issue of retrospective recall. Neff and Karney (2005) 
consider the data collected through diaries to be more accurate than focus groups as they 
are more consistent with the way people process everyday activities and emotions (Latham, 
2016). However, the use of diaries is met with several criticisms. Notably, when leaving 
participants to carry out diaries, the researcher is relinquishing control of part of the research 
process, according to Bolger et al (2003), this can lead to concerns about the participants’ 
motivations and forgetfulness. Further to this, by relinquishing control of the process it has 
been suggested that researchers are at the mercy of the participants’ selectivity, thus the 
types of data gathered may vary from diary to diary and that this irregularity in the data type 
could be viewed as a sign of weakness (Meth, 2003; Plummer, 2001). However, Ross et al 
(1994) argue that this relinquishing of control allows for freedom of expression by the 
participants – participants may choose to record data about topics other than the one the 
research has set out to study, revealing connections that the researcher may have 
unforeseen and may become useful to the research upon further investigation, particularly 
when discussed within focus groups or interviews that allows the participants to unpack their 
information with the guidance of the researcher (Mackrill, 2008).  
The diary method within this research was aimed at capturing the participants’ lived 
experiences as they happen, and to complement the focus group data with individual 
accounts to counteract any issues with participants being reserved about discussions of 
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their experiences in front of other people. In order to address issues that arose from the 
ethics (see ethics section within this chapter for further information), the diaries were also 
offered to every student from the visiting school group and not just the participants that were 
taking part in the focus groups.  
In order to elicit the most information from the participants, the diaries contained some 
brief question at the beginning such as: 
- What do you think is the purpose of environmental education? 
- What sort of activities help improve your wellbeing and make you feel good? 
The diaries were then structured around each day of the participants’ trip and space 
was provided for them to write about each day. Each day was prompted with the following 
question: 
- ‘Use the boxes to write about your experiences and feelings of wellbeing and feeling 
good during your stay at FSC Slapton Ley. Think about how you have felt during each 
day and what made you feel this way. Was there a particular moment, experience, or 
time of day that made you feel a certain way? How long did these feelings last? Was 
it a good or bad feeling? What was your overall feeling today? Use keywords to 
describe your feelings if you find it easier to talk about your experiences.’ 
 
3.6. Data Analysis 
Altogether this research generated a large quantity of data, with 284 participants 
being involved in the research. 10 hours and 40 minutes of audio data were recorded within 
the focus groups, with 588 pieces of visual data collected within the focus groups (in the 
form of mind maps, environment drawings and timelines). Alongside this, 284 solicited 
participant diaries were collected. The audio files were transcribed into word documents and 
broken down into sections for analysis. The visual data (mind maps, timelines and 
environment drawings) and participant diaries were uploaded into NVivo 12 Plus ready for 
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analysis. Table 3.1 below provides a summary of all the schools engaged in the study. It 
also includes the code given to each school and participant to protect the anonymity of 
participants’ responses in the process of writing up the research findings. 
 
3.6.1. Thematic Analysis  
This research seeks to inductively explore the links between environmental education 
and wellbeing in young people, through local constructs of wellbeing and experiences of the 
phenomena. Therefore, thematic analysis was deemed most appropriate for the analysis 
process within this research. Thematic analysis is often used in phenomenological inquiry, 
as the goal of thematic analysis is to achieve an understanding of patterns of meanings 
within data that is derived from lived experiences (Dahlberg & Dahlberg, 2003; Sundler et 
al., 2019), thus thematic analysis is in line with phenomenological research that uses an 
School code School type No. of pupils 
at school 






School 1 State 730 Oxfordshire 7 1.1 – 1.7 GCSE 
School 2 Grammar 1260 Buckingham 12 2.1 – 2.12 A Level 
School 3 Private 650 Surrey 7 3.1 – 3.7 A Level 
School 4 Private 952 Oxford 9 4.1 – 4.9 A Level 
School 5 Grammar 1095 Slough 37 5.1 – 5.37 GCSE 
School 6 Private 930 London 13 6.1 – 6.13 A Level 
School 7 Private 650 Bristol 16 7.1 – 7.16 GCSE 
School 8 State 749 Wolverhampton 9 8.1 – 8.9 A Level 
School 9 State 1560 Sherborne 4 9.1 – 9.4 A Level 
School 10 State 1865 Hampshire 10 10.1 – 10.10 A Level 
School 11 State 1206 Hertfordshire 14 11.1 – 11.14 A Level 
School 12 State 1312 Bristol 11 12.1 – 12.11 A Level 
School 13 State 802 Bristol 7 13.1 – 13.7 A Level 
School 14 State 1812 Oxfordshire 8 14.1 – 14.8 A Level 
School 15 State 305 Wiltshire 6 15.1 – 15.6 GCSE 
School 16 State 1035 Brighton 5 16.1 – 16.5 GCSE 
School 17 Private 400 Malvern 11 17.1 – 17.11 GCSE 
School 18 State 1650 Hertford 9 18.1 – 18.9 A Level 
School 19 State 1669 Bristol 21 19.1 – 19.21 A Level 
School 20 State 1812 Banbury 8 20.1 – 20.8 A Level 
School 21 State 1285 Hertfordshire 12 21.1 – 21.12 A Level 
School 22 State 1420 Burford 22 22.1 – 22.22 A Level 





interpretive lens to understand, explain and describe people’s lived experiences (Charmaz, 
1996; Trinidad, 2007).  
Existing research and literature exploring young people’s wellbeing within 
environmental education is limited, making the use of inductive thematic analysis within this 
research even more pertinent. Thematic analysis has commonly been used within 
psychology research, particularly in health settings as it has been considered a useful 
approach for describing and interpreting participants’ views, as well as providing rich insights 
into complex constructs such as wellbeing (Smith & Firth, 2011). Previous studies focusing 
on adult conceptions of wellbeing have utilised thematic analysis; a study by Haga et al 
(2012) used semi-structured interviews analysed with thematic analysis to gain insights into 
depressive symptoms and the wellbeing of first-time mothers. Similarly, Volker and 
Kistemann (2011) used thematic analysis to gather the impacts of blue space upon human 
health and wellbeing. Owing to a lack of previous research into the stated studies, in line 
with this research, thematic analysis was stated as being a key component to researching 
experiences that the participants have lived through themselves. This draws important 
parallels to this research, as a central concern is the participants’ experiences and 
understandings of wellbeing and environmental education as they live them. Thematic 
analysis is also further considered an important analysis approach due to its flexibility, 
lending itself to constructivist paradigms by allowing key themes and the analysis approach 
to flow in relation to the aims of the research (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 
The flexibility of thematic analysis is widely described by Braun and Clarke (2006), 
with the thematic analysis process being described as an iterative and reflective process 
that develops over time. In order to address some criticisms that thematic analysis faces 
around a lack of clear and concise guidelines for carrying out the process Braun and Clark 
(2006) developed a linear six-phase method for thematic analysis where the researcher 
familiarises themselves with the data, generates codes, searches for themes, refines 
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themes, names themes and produces the report. However, they acknowledge that these are 
guidelines for the research process and that movement through the steps is recursive, where 
movement between the steps is back and forth as needed throughout the phases (Nowell 
et al., 2017). A key aspect of thematic analysis is the development of themes throughout the 
process, empirical data are organised and analytical structures are developed in order for 
the researcher to identify the key themes that are representative of the empirical data. It is 
these themes that are considered in the final analysis of the data when writing up the 
empirical chapters and forming a discussion of research findings connecting the results to 
the wider literature (Cope and Hurtz, 2016; Yin, 2016). 
This traditional approach to thematic analysis was applied to the data that existed as 
text (transcribed focus groups, wellbeing mind maps and timelines). To analyse the drawings 
a form of thematic analysis was utilised based on Kuhn’s (2003) model of analysis of 
children’s drawings. Kuhn (2003) highlights that analysing children and young people’s 
drawings comes with four main areas of concern: 1. the level of drawing talent; 2. 
conditioning of drawings by social and environmental conditions; 3. difficulties of 
interpretation due to disuse of psychological interpretation; 4. uncertainty of the meaning of 
drawing; as such he proposed a model for the thematic analysis of drawings that 
encompasses the drawer’s perspectives. The focus of this model is on observation, noticing 
the motives, any text in the drawing, how characters are portrayed, the activities and 
interactions in the drawing and the environments they take place in (Kisovar-Ivanda, 2014). 
At the beginning of the analysis the elements (objects and people) and structural categories 
(people’s actions) are observed and is followed by three steps: 
1. The first interpretation involves the descriptive evaluation that identifies the drawing 
elements and distinguishes between people (e.g., friends, family), the environment 
(e.g., trees, sea, and flowers), objects (e.g., football) and any text.   
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2. Secondly, the interpretation moves on to the evaluation of space or location, the 
social relationships and activities that are taking place. 
3. Thirdly, evaluation moves on to the development of thematic evaluations. 
These described steps were used within this research to analyse the drawings the 
participants drew of environments that support their wellbeing and make them feel good and 
were combined with the analysis of the written data to inform the results. When talking about 
the thematic analysis of the visual data, this is the analysis protocol followed for the 
drawings, all other written data followed the six-stage method developed by Braun and Clark 
(2006).  
 
3.6.2. Coding and analysis of data  
Focus group transcripts 
The process of analysis commenced during the transcribing process of the focus 
group audio recordings, where the writing up of the transcriptions allowed for familiarisation 
of the data. The coding process then started by developing line-by-line codes following a 
grounded theory approach to allow codes and themes to develop from the data (Glaser & 
Strauss, 2017). This initial coding followed an open coding process presenting an 
unrestricted approach to analysis that renders multiple codes that will later be collapsed and 
reorganised into a more representative whole (Duchscher & Morgan, 2004). According to 
Savage (2000), the coding process is a process of reflection and a way of interacting with 
the data, it is during this initial coding process that codes are attached to important sections 
of the text that are considered useful in relation to the research objectives. This process of 
initial coding was carried out in word documents, with the text being highlighted and the 
corresponding codes being placed into an excel document to create a book of codes. Each 
initial code was supported by a description that defined it and how it represented the data 
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(King et al., 2014). This coding process was repeated, with the transcripts being read several 
times over and codes were identified and refined until a level of saturation had occurred.  
The next stage of analysis occurred when all the initial data had been coded and 
collated. A list of initial codes was created in an excel document, I read through this list of 
initial codes multiple times to familiarise myself with the data set before beginning to sort 
them into potentially relevant themes. According to DeSantis and Ugarizza (2000) a theme 
is an abstract entity that brings meaning and identity to a recurrent experience and its variant 
manifestations – a theme should capture and unify the nature or basis of an experience into 
a meaningful whole (p.362). I created thematical mind maps to link the themes and display 
relationships between the data and the themes to help understand what the data was 
showing me. Once these initial themes were identified the data was further reviewed in order 
to refine the themes and consider whether they reflected the data as a whole. It is during 
this phase of analysis that some themes are collapsed into each other due to a lack of 
supporting data or are broken down into further themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006), this allows 
the themes to be broken down into a more manageable set of significant themes that 
succinctly summarises the data (Attride-Stirling, 2001). In this phase, I reviewed the initial 
themes to check that the themes could be supported with sufficient amounts of data and to 
check they reflected the participants’ voices with appropriate changes to themes being 
made. Finally, once themes had been reviewed multiple times and broken down, the themes 
that remained were given appropriate names. During this phase, a detailed analysis was 
written for each theme that identified how the theme fits into the overall story of the data and 
the research objectives.  
 
Visual data (mind maps, environment drawings and timelines) and participant diaries 
This data followed a similar process of analysis to that of the transcriptions, however, 
due to the amount of data the analysis took place in Nvivo 12 in order to help organise and 
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analyse the data. Once the data had been uploaded into Nvivo 12 I was able to follow the 
same coding process that I undertook for the focus group transcripts to generate themes. 
These themes were then compared and linked to the themes that were developed within the 
focus groups to create overarching themes that utilised all of the data types within the 
research.  
Once all the data had been analysed, overarching themes in relation to each research 
objective were identified. The themes drew from the relevant data that suited the needs of 
the research objectives to capture the key aspects of data to provide a rich description of 
and insight into the three research objectives. The following empirical chapters emerge from 
this coding process. However, the key thematic areas that will be discussed within these 
chapters are briefly summarised as follows:  
 
Objective one: To understand how young people characterise wellbeing  
Overarching theme: wellbeing is multidimensional  
Key elements of wellbeing for the participants: 
- Social elements 
- Psychological elements  
- Health (physical) 
- Environmental elements  
  
Objective two: identify and explore how and why residential environmental education 
experiences may influence the individual wellbeing of young people  
- Experiences of place  
- Experiences of people  




Objective three: explore how residential environmental education can promote the wellbeing 
needs of young people: 
- Fostering feelings of restoration 
- Increasing social bonds 
- Sense of achievement and accomplishment  
 
3.7. Limitations to research methodology 
 Whilst this section has demonstrated the importance and appropriateness of utilising 
a qualitative approach to this research and the methods of enquiry, it is important to 
recognise and acknowledge the potential limitations of the research methodology. This 
section will consider the limitations of a case study approach as well as issues that surround 
research into affective experiences from a social constructivist framework. Further 
limitations of this research will also be considered within the conclusion chapter (chapter 8), 
where limitations that became apparent throughout the research will be highlighted. 
 
3.7.1. Limitations to case study approach 
As discussed previously within this chapter, case studies have sometimes been 
criticised for their lack of basis for generalisation, which leads some researchers to discredit 
case study research as less reliable and valid than other approaches (Yin, 2009). This 
research presents no real way of knowing, empirically, to what extent the experience of the 
young people at FSC Slapton Ley is similar to that of young people engaging in other 
environmental education programmes across the UK. Furthermore, the qualitative-based 
approach to this case study research is deemed by some researchers as not being able to 
provide a way to establish that the probability of the data is reflective of a larger population.  
However, this research has presented several responses to these limitations. As 
highlighted by Crowe et al (2011) these concerns can be addressed by utilising multiple 
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methods of inquiry and drawing from a particular conceptual framework, which is the 
approach that this research has taken. It is also important to consider that the research 
provided from single-case studies can contribute to larger studies of a phenomenon. 
Järvensivu and Törnroos (2010) suggest that theorising from a case study can provide novel 
ideas that can be used in other case studies, and that arguably from a constructionist point 
of view, the purpose of a case study is not to reveal universal truths but to generate local 
and culturally context-specific understandings.  
  
3.7.2. Researching affective experiences and a social constructivist framework 
According to Zemblyas (2007), the study of emotions has long been considered 
problematic in research due to disagreements about the relative contributions of nature 
(universal expressions), cultural rules and social interactions, as well as how the experience 
of feelings and emotions are communicated and uncovered. As a result, research into 
affective issues in educational settings has been considered more complex than research 
into cognition (Zembylas, 2007). The value of a social constructivist framework has been 
made evident in research that concerns emotions, owing to the fact it is being increasingly 
recognised that emotions at the individual level are governed by social interactions 
(deMarrais & Tisdale, 2002). However, this framework must consider the influence of the 
research upon the researchers and the research participants.  
According to Heath et al (2009), the interplay of power dynamics is a critical and 
complex characteristic of researcher/participant interactions and the outcomes of these 
interactions and how it influences the research cannot be predicted (Gallagher, 2008). As a 
result, the subjectivity of emotions and the positionality of myself as the researcher when 
situated against the participants could influence the knowledge generated by the 
participants, when viewing emotions and knowledge as always being partially socially 
situated, particularly in research that is framed by a social constructivist framework such as 
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this. Given the participants’ prior understanding of this research and the discussions that 
were undertaken within the focus groups, the participants’ responses could be influenced 
by the feeling of needing to respond in a particular way and further influenced by the 
atmosphere in the focus groups. Thus, leading to data that has been impacted by multiple 
dimensions that are not always recognised within the framework.  
 
3.8. Research ethics  
The participation of young people in research is a much-discussed and contested 
issue and, as such, ethical consideration plays a key part in research design, planning and 
delivery (Bruzzese & Fisher, 2003; Chabot et al., 2012; Holder, 2008). Several challenges 
arise from research with young people and it has been highlighted that research in 
educational settings raises the issue of whether or not genuinely free and informed consent 
can ever be possible as a result of the power dynamics that are implied and the nature of 
structural and relational constraints (Osler, 2010; White & Choudhury, 2010). This section 
will provide an overview of the main ethical issues of this research and how these issues 
were addressed following the ethical approval process and guidelines of the University of 
Exeter Geography Department’s ethics committee and the consideration of ethics as a 
dynamic process as the researcher moves through the research process.  
Qualitative research is interested in exploring a phenomenon from the perspective of 
cultural insiders, the methods used are designed to allow researchers to get close to the 
action and the participants. The purpose of this research is to describe and explain a concept 
and experience from the participants’ point of view and the intention of the researcher is to 
listen to the voice of the participants and interpret the experiences. As a result, qualitative 
research that involves human participants can raise complex ethical, legal, social and 
political issues (Karnieli-Miller et al., 2009; Orb et al., 2001; Skelton, 2008). Firstly, a key 
ethical consideration that arises from this research is the focus on secondary school children 
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and those under the age of 18 that are often considered minors in educational settings. 
Within research with young people there exists a wide set of implications that can influence 
the research process – research with young people is surrounded by issues of power 
relations, consent and validity, and as such research strategies need to be thought through 
carefully (Sibley & James, 1991; Young & Barrett, 2001). Therefore, ethical practices have 
been developed to recognise the different power relations that exist between research 
participants and the researcher (Sinclair, 2004). Secondly, the central aim of this research 
is understanding the lived experiences of young people in an environmental education 
setting, and as a result, this raises questions about the differing standpoints of young people 
and adults in research and the potential for researcher bias (Morrow, 2008; Punch, 2002).  
Researcher bias is a common threat to research that is underpinned by a 
constructivist framework and occurs when a researcher has prior assumptions about the 
outcome of the research (Onwuegbuzie, 2003; Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2007). In 
ethnographic research, it has been recognised that researchers are unable to put their own 
prior understandings of the social world in order to achieve objectivity, as meaning is created 
in the same way for both the research participants and the researcher (Pellatt, 2003). To 
overcome issues of bias and validity, this research has been developed to use multiple data 
collection methods. According to Creswell & Miller (2000), the use of triangulation within 
research is considered to reduce the personal bias of researchers that stem from singular 
methodologies and reduces the possibility of chance associations (Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 
2007). The constructivist approach that this research adopts values the multiple realities that 
individuals construct in their minds and as such the use of triangulation is required to unearth 
the multiple and diverse realities that may exist within the research participants’ 
understandings. Engaging with multiple methods such as focus groups, visual techniques 
and diaries within this research can lead to more diverse, reliable and valid constructions of 
realities (Golafshani, 2015; Healy & Perry, 2000; Patton, 2002). Furthermore, as this 
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research is concerned with the interpretations of young people’s experiences it presenting 
further issues surrounding bias and validity. Ethics within research with young people, 
particularly within this research, is centrally concerned with the differences between adults 
and young people, moving away from a positivistic approach to research. The use of multiple 
methods within this research further addresses issues around validity and power relations, 
using a great range of methods with young people allows a greater opportunity to capture 
young people’s perceptions and for their ideas to be developed. Equally, multiple methods 
give young people a choice about the ways in which they engage with the research, 
redistributing the power dimension that is apparent within research that involves young 
people. Mukherjee et al (2002) highlighted that young people recognise that different 
research methods suit different people and research purposes, and as a result, they should 
be offered a choice and range of methods to engage with (Ansell & Van Blerk, 2004; 
Christensen & James, 2000; Mayall, 2012). 
From this standpoint, during the research process recognising that research is formed 
jointly between the researcher and the participants engaging in the practice of reflexivity is 
paramount to the ethical consideration in this study. Reflexivity is the active consideration of 
one’s positionality and the explicit recognition of how this may affect the process and 
outcomes of the research (Buckner, 2005; Stronach et al., 2007). This recognises the impact 
the researcher's background and worldview have in influencing research outcomes and 
interpretation of data and the internal nature of subjectivity. Reflexivity aims to monitor and 
critically analyse the research process accounting for beliefs, values, knowledge and biases 
of the researcher (Cutcliffe, 2003). As a result, throughout the research process, l critically 
reflected on how I am constructing knowledge throughout the research process, noting the 
factors that influenced my construction of the knowledge and how these influences related 




This study was focused on young people within educational settings and school 
groups across secondary schools and colleges. A variety of age groups were engaged within 
this research ranging from the age of 14 – 18, as such some of the participants within this 
research were considered minors and care was needed in developing the safeguarding of 
participants throughout the research. The research following the strict guidelines of the 
university’s ethics committee with the following considerations taken into account. 
 
3.8.1. Engaging with young people in research (issues of consent) 
Research with young people requires consent from the participants. Within this research 
viewing young people as capable of making their own decisions about their lives consent 
was sought from the participants themselves, enabling them to make their own informed 
decisions about taking part in the research. Prior to the research taking place, consent was 
sought from both the school (teachers involved) and the prospective participants. To ensure 
the participants understood the research before giving consent, a detailed project 
description leaflet was sent to the school for both the teachers and the participants to read. 
When young people are asked to give informed consent, they must understand the language 
used within the research to ensure that they have understood the full scope of the research 
to make an informed decision about participation (Norðdahl & Einarsdóttir, 2015). A further 
consideration within this research was the idea of ongoing consent. According to Alderson 
& Morrow (2004) consent should be seen as ongoing and should involve more than just 
saying yes or no to taking part in research, therefore throughout the research process it was 
made clear to the participants that they could ask questions about the research whenever 
they needed to and had the opportunity to withdraw from certain tasks and the research if 
they did not want to participate any further. Within the consent process, the confidentiality 
of the research was also made clear and it was highlighted that the participants’ identities 




Project information sheets  
Project information sheets were developed for both the schools and the students to 
consider their participation in the research. Two versions of the project information sheets 
were developed, one for the school teachers and one for the students. The project 
information sheets gave an overview of the research project and outlined what engaging 
with the research project would involve. For the school, the project information sheet 
informed them of nature of the research and how the school and students could engage with 
it, how students can volunteer to take part in the research, detailing how they can opt-in and 
have the choice to opt-out whenever they feel the need and the confidentiality of the data 
that they will provide. The participants were also provided with the same details, worded in 
a way that was more appropriate for their age categories. The project information sheets 
can be seen in appendixes 2, 3 and 4.  
 
Consent forms  
Consent was collected from both the schools and individual participants. Consent 
from the school was required in the form of a written email agreement prior to each school’s 
arrival at FSC Slapton Ley. Within the project information sheet to the schools and teachers, 
it was highlighted that consent was not needed from individual parents, however, the parents 
needed to be made aware of the research and should they explicitly not want their child to 
take part the school was to let myself know to ensure that they were not included within the 
research. Upon arrival at the centre, the volunteer students were given a brief recap of the 
information that they were given at school and individual consent forms detailing what they 
were giving consent to and how they could withdraw their consent at any time. Participants 
had to give their consent before any research activities could be carried out with them. See 




3.8.2. Data protection 
Where possible all data was collected electronically and stored in secure, password-
protected folders. For ease of collecting a large number of consent forms from participants, 
the consent forms were in paper format and stored in locked filing cabinets. All data was 
stored in relation to current data protection laws. Participants remained anonymous 
throughout the research and information was not used in any way that could allow for the 
identification of individuals. The names of schools were not used in the research in order to 
ensure anonymity. Participants were reassured that their data could be destroyed if they 
wish. Audio recordings took place throughout the focus groups, these recordings were kept 
stored in password-protected electronic folders. The recordings will not be used in any 
presentations, they will be strictly used for creating transcripts of the focus groups to avoid 
individuals being recognised through their voices.  
 
3.8.3. Risk assessment  
A risk assessment was carried out as part of the Exeter University’s fieldwork risk 
assessment process. The main consideration within the risk assessment was that of lone 
working, where I would be driving to my field site by myself. The risk assessment ensured 
that the correct protocol was followed for lone working. The risk assessment also made 
apparent issues of first aid when working with the participants, this was deemed to not be 
an issue as the research was undertaken at FSC Slapton Ley where there was always a 
designated first aid person on site.  
Group Communication Type of consent Action to be taken by 
the researcher 





Email from researcher 
outlining the approach 
of the research and 
what is required 
Written consent 
form required from 
the head of the 
centre at FSC 
The study will not start 
until consent has been 




Slapton Ley – letter 
of support 
Schools An email will be sent to 
schools at least 4 
weeks before their 
arrival date at FSC 
Slapton Ley 
Email consent for 
schools to take part 
required from 
group/school leader 
The school will not be 
able to participate in 
research unless consent 
has been given 
Participants 
(diaries) 
Arrangement on arrival 
at the centre 
Participants made 
aware that they can 
fill in a diary if they 
want but are under 
no obligations to 
volunteer to do so – 
verbal consent 
required 
Only participants that 
volunteer to take a diary 






arrival at the centre 
Written consent 
required 
Participants will be 
asked for their written 
permission to take part 
in the focus group and 
to be recorded. They will 
be reminded they can 




3.9. Concluding summary  
This chapter provides a detailed account of the overall research design, the rationale 
for the research approach, the research methods and the approach to data analysis to be 
conducted in order to address the objectives of the research. This chapter begins with a 
discussion of the current approaches to researching wellbeing in the context of young 
people’s lived experiences and highlights the long-standing positivist, quantitative-based 
approach, with a case being made for utilising multiple methods of phenomenological inquiry 
within a case study of FSC Slapton Ley for this research. Following on from this, the specific 
methods of inquiry and approach to the data analysis are described, with their relevance 
and value that these approaches bring to this research and its objectives considered. The 




potential limitations to this research are also highlighted within this chapter. With these 
methodological approaches in mind, the following chapters move on to discuss the empirical 
material that this research has produced. The three empirical chapters address each of the 
three research objectives and are informed by the themes that have been developed within 
























4.1. Introduction  
As highlighted in chapter 3, and argued by Fattore et al (2007), dominant approaches 
to wellbeing research with children and young people that measure wellbeing through 
quantifiable variables often ignore the socio-cultural, political and economic elements that 
influence the development of young people, undermining the fact that wellbeing is culturally 
and socially contingent. Many previous studies aiming to elicit young people’s experiences 
of wellbeing in health promotion initiatives have been situated within the positivist domain, 
placing a focus on questionnaire style surveys that utilise statistics and numerical scales - 
whilst useful for capturing broad trends of wellbeing over time, the meaning, perspectives 
and social context of wellbeing cannot be elicited (Morrow, 2001). Research has highlighted 
that wellbeing is prone to change and re-definition over time as what constitutes wellbeing 
differs between individuals and groups and from one geographical context to another, and 
as a result, wellbeing research cannot rely on individualistic perspectives. Atkinson et al 
(2012) highlight the need to capture contextualised understandings of wellbeing, to include 
individual and collective dimensions of wellbeing and the spatial contexts within which they 
are formed (Atkinson, 2013; Fleuret & Prugneau, 2015).  
This positivist approach to research into the lives and wellbeing of young people has 
presented further problems in the context of young people’s wellbeing. It has been 
highlighted that many of the existing studies on wellbeing with young people have relied on 
adults’ perspectives of wellbeing, with categories and measures that are designed to assess 
young people’s wellbeing often being developed by adult experts (Fattore et al., 2012; Vujčić 
et al., 2019). As is the case with social indicators research, many of the current child 
wellbeing indicator frameworks are lacking the perspectives of young people, with the 
concepts and domains of wellbeing originating from research with adults (Llewellyn & 
Leonard, 2010). Whilst it could be considered that adult experts such as parents and 
teachers may hold key insights into the lives of young people, many studies indicate that an 
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adult’s perspectives of wellbeing are different from that of young people (Taylor et al., 2010). 
For example, a study by Sixsmith et al (2007) demonstrated a difference in the 
understanding of wellbeing between parents, teachers and children. Fitzpatrick et al (2010) 
discuss the differences between how young people and adults interpret questions within 
research. Research by Taylor et al (2010) demonstrated how the word ‘satisfaction’, which 
is commonly used within wellbeing surveys, was confused by young people for the word 
‘satisfactory’ leading to different interpretations of questions.  
Emerging developments in the sociology of childhood have recognised the increasing 
need to include young people’s perspectives in research to better understand and develop 
comprehensive wellbeing frameworks. Utilising participants’ understandings of wellbeing 
within research allows the participants to situate their own experiences and perspectives of 
life within the research context, subsequently acknowledging the agency of children and 
young people (Fattore et al., 2012). Incorporating young people’s perceptions, perspectives 
and experiences of wellbeing allow researchers to assess wellbeing validly and reliably. 
Casas (2016) asserts that information on children and young people is most valid when it 
comes from themselves, being the most relevant experts on their lives (Ben-Arieh et al., 
2014; Vujčić et al., 2019). This perspective has led researchers to highlight the need for 
more qualitative, participatory approaches to understanding young people’s wellbeing, that 
focuses less on measuring outcomes but more on generating meaning in order to place the 
young people at the centre of the research and recognising young people as competent 
social actors and experts of their own lives (Crivello et al., 2009). 
As such, this chapter presents the findings of the research elicited from focus groups 
and journals to address the first objective of the study; to understand how young people 
characterise individual wellbeing. This first empirical chapter aims to conceptualise how the 
participants in this study come to understand and define wellbeing from their perspective. 
Whilst the primary objective of this chapter is to draw attention to the participants’ 
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conceptualisation of wellbeing, the material within this chapter will also be used to inform 
the two following empirical chapters. The development of the participants’ conceptualisation 
of wellbeing will contribute towards the second empirical chapter, where the role and value 
of residential environmental education in influencing wellbeing will be explored. In 
combination with the second empirical chapter, this chapter then will be used to inform the 
third chapter to explore how residential environmental education can promote the wellbeing 
needs of young people. This methodological approach will ensure that the strategies 
explored within this research to enhance wellbeing in environmental education are 
consistent with participants’ understandings, meanings and perceptions of wellbeing and the 
experiences that mediate wellbeing.   
In order to meet the first research objective, this chapter draws from the data that was 
derived from the focus groups and the visual material that was created within the focus 
groups, in the form of wellbeing mind maps (fig 4.1) that asked the participants to define 
what wellbeing means to them and drawings of places and spaces that the participants 
consider as being conducive to increased feelings of wellbeing (fig 4.2). In addition, it also 
draws from the written data from the questionnaire section of the participants’ journals where 
the participants answered questions about their understanding of wellbeing. The 
combination of data types allowed an overview of wellbeing to form, which was reflected 
through both written and verbal data, capturing a broad and deep range of the participants’ 
perceptions rather than relying on one technique. The themes that are stated below 
emerged as a result of an in-depth, thematical analysis of the data. The thematic analysis 
enabled the participants’ representation of wellbeing to become apparent, with data coded 
using descriptive markers that allowed for the participants’ meanings of wellbeing to develop 
without relying on any pre-existing frameworks. The analysis process was informed by 
Braun and Clark’s six-phase analysis procedure that views coding as a flexible, active and 
reflexive approach where the process bears the mark of the researcher, suggesting there is 
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no singularly accurate way to code data (Clarke & Braun, 2013). In this way, the chapter 
produces a detailed representation of the participants’ understanding of wellbeing that 
considers the reality of wellbeing to the participants through an exploration of their own 
experiences of wellbeing, alongside the understanding and the meanings they attach to their 
experiences. 
Fig 4.2 Example of a participant’s drawing of an environment that supports their wellbeing  
 
Fig 4.1. Example of a participant’s wellbeing mind map  
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In the section that follows, a broad understanding of wellbeing as highlighted by the 
participants throughout the focus groups and journals will firstly be presented, it will then 
move on to highlight the key elements that participants reported as contributing to and 
affecting their wellbeing. The themes and subthemes will be presented in this chapter and 
will include examples and quotes from the data that demonstrate and support the 
development of these themes. The themes will be presented in order of relevance to the 
participants, with the first theme being the most pertinent theme across the data. However, 
it is important to consider that whilst the themes are being presented here as separate, the 
themes and subthemes have considerable overlap and are understood as interconnected 
and interdependent. This chapter will firstly highlight the participants’ multidimensional views 
of wellbeing and discuss how this underpins the multiple themes and subthemes that 
emerge throughout the data, before moving onto an exploration of the key themes.  
 
4.2. A young person’s understanding of wellbeing  
Through the data analysis as described in Chapter 3, the process of immersing 
oneself in the data and ‘repeated reading’ of the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006) led to the 
development of several initial codes that identified key features of the data that were 
considered relevant to the objective. These initial codes then provided a data set that 
allowed for key themes to be identified within larger sections of the data, as a result of 
combining similar codes that address the same aspect within the data. All initial codes that 
were deemed relevant to the objective were incorporated into a relevant theme.  
As a result of this coding process, five main themes were identified as a means to 
capture and display the participants’ understanding and conceptualisation of wellbeing, table 
4.1. lists these elements and the subsequent sub-themes that arose within each theme. 
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These themes reflect the majority of the participants’ conceptualisations and descriptions of 
wellbeing. 
Young people’s conceptualisation of wellbeing 



























 Enjoying oneself Sleep  
 
Of these themes, wellbeing as a multidimensional concept is utilised as an over-
arching theme that highlights the participants overall understanding of wellbeing as a 
concept that is made up of, and influenced by multiple elements, highlighting that the 
participants view wellbeing as made up of multiple different elements that are interconnected 
and intertwined. Within this multidimensional understanding of wellbeing, this chapter will 
discuss the four key elements that the participants considered as important for their 
wellbeing. Analysis at both an individual and collective level revealed that social elements 
were considered the most important dimension of wellbeing. Slightly less pertinent but also 
a key dimension were psychological elements. Participants also expressed the importance 
of elements related to health, this was not expressed as commonly as social and 
psychological elements but still common. Lastly, environmental elements were also 
considered to some extent as being an important dimension towards wellbeing. As 
previously stated, whilst it is possible to generate over-arching themes from the data, these 
themes are not mutually exclusive but in line with the participants’ understanding of 




wellbeing they are viewed as interconnected and interdependent. The section that follows 
will explore each theme in more detail using extracts from the data and verbatim quotes 
from the focus groups, highlighting that these themes are central to understanding 
participants’ conception of wellbeing.  
 
4.3. Wellbeing as multidimensional 
The analysis of the data revealed that the participants portrayed an overall 
understanding of wellbeing as a multidimensional concept - this was not always discussed 
directly but an underlying feature of the way the participants spoke about wellbeing, as 
consisting of the fulfilment of several different elements. The analysis reveals that 
participants come to understand wellbeing as comprised of many different dimensions that 
are influenced by a variety of elements. For example, during focus group discussions 
participants frequently considered wellbeing as comprised of multiple different dimensions 
that take into consideration social, health and environmental elements. It was also common 
for the participants to highlight several different elements that might impact these 
dimensions of wellbeing: 
 
“I said it was made up of lots of things, you have mental wellbeing and physical 
wellbeing and emotional wellbeing, so a lot of different things can play into it. So, say 
I have deadlines, I may not be feeling as well and a lack of physical activity can also 
affect it, so yeh” (Focus Group 1, School 21) 
 
For some participants, the multidimensional view of wellbeing was more explicit within 
their discussions, with many participants using language such as ‘holistic’ to describe their 
understanding of wellbeing, highlighting the participants’ view of wellbeing as made up of a 
collection of parts that impact upon each other: 
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“I feel like wellbeing is more holistic, so like it takes everything into account, like you 
can be happy and physically unhealthy. Wellbeing is like mental and physical 
happiness and being content and like everything coming together to form a good 
feeling. Having a balance of everything in proportions and stuff” (focus group 1, 
school 12) 
 
“R4 – I think all 3 yeah, I think a lot of people only focus on 1, but it’s all important R5 
– oh yeh I was going to say physical, mental and emotional health as well” (focus 
group 1, school 21) 
 
The multidimensional view of wellbeing was particularly evident through the 
participants’ mind maps. The use of mind maps allowed the participants to identify concepts 
and connections that relate to wellbeing from their own experiences. The participants used 
the mind maps to highlight multiple different elements that are related to wellbeing, with 
every participant attributing wellbeing to multiple different dimensions and elements that are 
important within their lives, further revealing that participants view wellbeing as dependent 
upon a multitude of different elements. The creation of these mind maps also allowed for 
the four key themes to emerge which will be discussed further in this chapter.  
Within this multidimensional conceptualisation of wellbeing, it also became apparent 
that the participants view their state of wellbeing as resting upon the balance of their 
perceived state of the different dimensions of wellbeing that they highlighted,  
 
“Wellbeing is mental, social and physical. If all these things are good, then 
wellbeing is good if they are all in good stead, but if one of them is not good wellbeing 




Expanding upon this further, the participants recognised that their emotions play an 
important part in the development of their wellbeing and are directly related to the balance 
of the identified elements they relate to wellbeing. For example, during a focus group a 
participant discussed how ill-health affects your ability to do things and as a result your 
happiness:  
 
“erm having health as well, because without health you don’t really have 
happiness, because if you are ill it debilitates you from doing things you would do if 
you were healthy, so without your health, you can’t be happy” (focus group 1, school 
21). 
 
 Participant 2.8 referred to wellbeing within their mind map as having the right 
amount of emotions - “wellbeing is having the right amount of fear, excitement and jealousy 
etc.”, this is further reflected in participant 3.3’s mind map - “wellbeing is having an equal 
balance of a range of feelings/emotions”. This demonstrates how wellbeing, as understood 
by the participants, is not only influenced by different lifestyle elements and experiences, 
but also the emotions that are attached to these experiences, implying that emotions and 
experiences are inextricably linked when it comes to wellbeing.  
The participants also highlighted that wellbeing takes into consideration both positive 
and negative experiences. The combination of perceived positive and negative states can 
lead to the fluctuation of wellbeing, altering the balance of emotions and elements that 
contribute towards overall experiences of wellbeing, as highlighted by participants during a 
focus group discussion: 
 
“R1 – erm I think it [wellbeing] could be positive and negative as well R3 – yes 
especially with physical and mental like, you can physically feel very well and be very 
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well, and at the same time have really poor mental wellbeing, like if you are going 
through issues R1 – you can like go from one extreme to the other R2 – and that can 
have an effect like on your physical and mental wellbeing as well R3 – or vice versa” 
(focus group 1, school 14).  
 
This overarching theme has sought to describe the understanding of wellbeing as 
discussed by the participants throughout the focus groups and journals. It argues that 
participants view wellbeing as a multidimensional concept that is made up of many different 
elements and is further understood as a balance of both positive and negative emotions and 
life experiences. The following sections will discuss the elements that the participants 
elicited as being key aspects that influence their wellbeing.  
 
4.4. Social Elements (interpersonal) 
Social elements and interpersonal relationships emerged as a key theme throughout 
the individual and collective analysis of the data. Across the different data types, the 
participants continuously expressed that social relationships, alongside the quality of the 
relationships that they consider important to them, have a major impact on their wellbeing. 
Throughout the analysis procedure it was important to consider the way participants were 
expressing the concept of relationships. In some instances, participants would be saying the 
same thing but expressing it in different ways. Accordingly, in order for the research to not 
be too restrictive if participants were saying the same thing but in different words, the data 
would be placed within the same theme or sub-theme, this allowed for clear themes to 
develop from a variety of participant perspectives. As a result, when reviewing the data 
within the social elements theme, data that mentioned significant relationships and other 
people in multiple different ways, including both human and animal relationships were 
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placed within this theme e.g., “being with my horses and dog contributes towards my 
wellbeing” (mind map, participant 22.21) was placed within the theme of social elements.  
Data placed within this theme included elements that articulated or described different 
aspects of relationships that are important to the participants, such as the quality or 
characteristics of relationships, for example: “talking to trusted people” (mind map, 
participant 15.6) was considered an aspect of supportive relationships and “providing others 
with a safe environment to be open and honest” (mind map, participant 11.6) was included 
within the scope of overall quality of relationships. This inclusion of a wide variety of data 
allowed for the theme to be explored in greater detail and depth and for the wider 
perspectives of the participants to become apparent within the research.  
The majority of participants attributed their feelings of wellbeing to social elements 
and discussed the importance of socialising and interpersonal relationships. This was 
highlighted by many of the participants through the consistent discussions of broad 
understandings of social elements such as ‘social life’ and ‘social interactions’:  
 
“Social and family life, because if you have a bad social life or are in an unhealthy 
relationship then it can affect your mood all the time” (focus group 1, school 7) 
 
“If you have a lot of like good social interaction and like support around you to like 
help you, especially if you do have mental health issues and if you are like struggling 
with things” (focus group 1, school 14) 
 
“Erm to me like I think for emotional and mental health you have to have social 
interactions, I think that is really important, for example, your fitness to make friends 
and like who have the same interests as you is really important. It’s really important 




The data that became apparent through the participants’ drawings of spaces and 
places that support their wellbeing also revealed the importance the participants place on 
various social elements for their wellbeing. Initial analysis of the drawings emphasised that 
the participants highly valued spaces and places that include other people, where they were 
socialising with others, or spaces and places that facilitate social activity, providing the 
participants with the opportunity to socialise and meet new people, highlighting social 
elements as a clear reference point for considering wellbeing. Fig 4.3 provides an example 
of a participant’s environment drawing that illustrates the inclusion of social elements within 
an environment that supports their wellbeing. In this case, the social dimension of wellbeing 
could be considered by participants as not only resting upon the important interpersonal 
relationships that they have but also the spaces and places that are available to them that 
enable and support increased social wellbeing, through empowering the development of 
meaningful social interactions. This consideration highlights a relationship between the 
environmental elements that participants consider important to wellbeing as well as the 
social elements, articulating the interconnected view of wellbeing held by the participants.  




Upon further analysis of the data within this theme, it became evident that the 
participants emphasised particular attributes, such as the quality of relationships and types 
of relationships, for example, friends and family as being key towards their wellbeing. 
Overall, the discussion of social elements provides a broad overview of the importance of 
interpersonal relationships towards the participants’ wellbeing. However, the type of 
relationship and qualities of these relationships are two key elements that are important 
within this theme. The participants revealed that the relationships they considered as 
important to their wellbeing were that of relationships with friends and family and key 
qualities that participants consider important within these relationships were also highlighted 
throughout the participants’ conceptualisations of wellbeing. This consequently led to the 
development of two key sub-themes: friends and family and quality of relationships.  
 
4.4.1. Friends and family 
Within this research, the participants’ wellbeing shows a clear link to their social 
networks. When discussing elements of their social networks that contribute towards their 
wellbeing, the participants highlighted that certain types of relationships were seen as more 
influential than others. The relationships that the participants most frequently mentioned 
throughout the data were relationships with friends and family. The importance that the 
participants place on relationships with friends and family was most apparent within the mind 
maps. Combined, friends and family were mentioned in relation to wellbeing across 188 of 
the 210 mind maps that were created. A mind map created by participant 18.4 (see fig 4.4) 
demonstrates how friends and family were included in the participants’ conceptualisations 
of wellbeing.  
Most accounts of friends and family were expressed in a similar way across the 
wellbeing mind maps. For example, the following statements were used by the participants 
when highlighting what is important for their wellbeing: “family and friends” (mind map, 
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participant 7.16), “having friends” (mind map, participant 13.3), “the people are you – family 
and friends” (mind map, participant 16,3). Correspondingly, when the participants were 
asked what is important for their wellbeing within the journals and focus group discussions, 
the participants responded with statements such as: “family and friends” (journal, participant 
5.22), “being with people I like – family and friends” (journal, participant 7.9). The participants 
also emphasised how spending time with family and friends was important for additional 
aspects of wellbeing such as their mental health: 
 
“Wellbeing is like mental health, spending time outside and spending time with friends 
and family” (focus group 1, school 18) 
 
 




The participants also discussed how a lack of time spent with family and friends or 
not being able to see family and friends negatively impacts their wellbeing. This 
demonstrates that the participants take into consideration both positive and negative 
aspects of their wellbeing and how key elements may play a part in the positive or negative 
development of their wellbeing:  
 
“Things that effect my wellbeing, so like if I don’t get enough sleep, enough food or if 
I am not with my friends and family” (focus group 1, school 19) 
 
Based upon these discussions it is evident that whilst interpersonal relationships are 
important to the participants in the study, the social networks they have and the types of 
relationships they have are considerably important in relation to their wellbeing. With this in 
mind, the data revealed that the participants’ relationships with friends were considerably 
more important than that with family members, with friendships being mentioned more 
frequently than family relationships across all the types of data.  
When discussing friendships, the participants also highlighted the role these 
relationships can play in both the positive and negative development of wellbeing, 
depending upon the circumstances of the friendship. Important relationships come with the 
caveat that the interactions that exist within them come with a stronger positive or negative 
effect as there is greater potential for influencing feelings and emotions that come from 
actions within the friendship. For example, participant 6.4 stated when asked what 
influences their wellbeing, that they are less worried if their friends are not stressed: “happy 
friends – if they aren’t stressed it is less worry for you” (mind map, participant 6.4). During a 
discussion within a focus group a participant also revealed that friendships can put you down 




“So positive and negative energy, you want to surround yourself with people who 
bring positive energy, because you could make friends with people and they could 
potentially put you down and you don’t even know about it, erm so surround yourself 
with people who lift you up as opposed to putting you down erm” (focus group 1, 
school 21). 
 
The participants considered friends and family as integral to their wellbeing. The 
language used by the participants also demonstrates the importance the participants place 
on being able to socialise and spend quality time with the people that are significant to them. 
Within the journals, when the participants were asked what activities help improve their 
wellbeing and make them feel good, the participants frequently mentioned spending time 
with friends and family and included descriptions of how they would like to socialise with 
them, such as: ‘relaxing with’, ‘laughing with’, ‘going out with’ or ‘playing sports with’. For 
example:  “chilling with friends and family” (journal, participant 11.9), “being around friends 
and family and spending quality time with each other” (journal, participant 19.6), “being with 
friends and family and having a good time” (journal, participant 19.5). Spending time with 
and socialising with friends and family was also depicted within the participants’ drawings of 
environments that support their wellbeing. As previously stated, a prominent feature within 
these drawings was other people and included the participants socialising with people and 
taking part in activities, as demonstrated in participant 21.10’s drawing of an environment 
that supports their wellbeing (see fig 4.5). The importance of being able to socialise with 
people can be linked to the further sub-theme of ‘enjoying oneself’ which will be discussed 
later in this chapter.  
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4.4.2. Quality of relationships  
Expanding further on this theme, the qualities and characteristics of important 
relationships that the participants have were also considered to be linked to their wellbeing, 
with participants regularly highlighting particular qualities of relationships. Throughout the 
data, the participants described the types of relationships and certain qualities and 
characteristics of relationships that had a considerable impact upon their wellbeing, for 
example: “good relationships with people – family and friends” (mind map, participant 21.2), 
“happy relationships” (mind map, participant 19.6), “being comfortable in relationships” 
(mind map, participant 21.2). The discussion of different characteristics of relationships was 
a common occurrence, highlighting the participants’ needs for positive interactions within 
relationships to support their wellbeing, and their understanding of the impact interpersonal 
relationships have on them.  
Having supportive relationships came up as the most important relationship quality 
for the participants and can be identified as the key relationship characteristic that 
participants seek out within relationships that support their wellbeing.  
 
Fig 4.5. An example of a participant taking part in an activity enhances their wellbeing 
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“Wellbeing is a state of mental and physical stability where you feel supported by 
others” (journal, participant 12.7) 
 
“Good social interactions – being supported by friends and family” (mind map, 
participant 15.3) 
 
For the purpose of this research, alongside explicit mentions of ‘being supported’, 
relationship qualities and characteristics such as the importance of having someone to talk 
to and feeling like friends and family are there when needed were also included in the ‘being 
supported’ category, highlighting that a variety of different types of support is important to 
the participants and further identifying the relational aspect of wellbeing for the participants. 
For example:  
 
“Being looked after” (mind map, participant 10.4) 
 
“Talking to trusted people” (mind map, participant 15.6) 
 
“Having others show that they care” (mind map, participant 1.2)  
 
“Having your friends and family instil confidence in you” (mind map, participant 3.2) 
 
Having someone to talk to was revealed by the participants as being an important 
aspect of supportive relationships. The participants valued having trusted people to talk to 
and having someone to listen to their problems, showing that participants may also value 
relationships for their buffer against negative experiences when needed. Similarly, 
participants also recognised the importance of a support network work that works both ways. 
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Several participants highlighted that good relationships are also about supporting others as 
well as feeling supported themselves. Participants linked their wellbeing to being able to 
make others feel better and improve the wellbeing of other people, thus suggesting that 
participants that feel supported by others feel a need to reciprocate social support for the 
people that they feel close to or supported by: 
 
“[Wellbeing is] achieved through doing acts of kindness towards others” (mind map, 
participant 1.2) 
 
“[Wellbeing is] being able to support others as well as feeling supported” (mind map, 
participant 19.8) 
 
“[Wellbeing is] making someone feel good and helping others” (mind map, participant 
1.2)  
 
This theme highlights the importance of interpersonal relationships for the 
participants in this study, in particular, the type of relationships and the quality of the 
relationships. The participants revealed that friends and family were important for their 
wellbeing, stating also that feeling supported within relationships was an essential 
component of relationships for healthy wellbeing. The participants also highlighted that as a 
result of the importance of particular relationships such as friendship, these relationships 
can impact wellbeing in both a positive and negative way.  
 
4.5. Psychological elements (self)  
Psychological elements that related to participants’ emotions and relationship with 
themselves were also stressed as being important to the wellbeing of the participants, for 
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both their conceptualisation of what wellbeing is and the elements that influence their 
wellbeing. The theme of psychological elements incorporates the participants’ discussions 
that relate to their sense of self, as well as emotions, perceptions of self-esteem and views 
of oneself. Psychological elements were frequently discussed by participants, and data often 
referred to several different emotions, alongside being able to manage these emotions as 
playing a vital role in the participant’s development of wellbeing. For this research, emotions 
are being considered as constitutive towards wellbeing due to the frequent mention of 
emotions in relation to wellbeing. However, it is possible to link the emotions that participants 
express within this research as being causally related to other dimensions and themes within 
this chapter, thus further highlighting the participants interconnected view of wellbeing. 
Further to this, many participants highlighted the importance of having a positive sense of 
self for wellbeing, which incorporated considerations of the importance of self-esteem, self-
care and self-compassion. Being able to enjoy oneself was also included under the theme 
of psychological elements, relating to how participants value the importance of being able 
to do things that are considered important and enjoyable to them. The following section will 
provide a breakdown of each subtheme with the inclusion of key examples from the data.  
 
4.5.1. Feelings and emotions  
The psychological domain was an important conceptualisation of the participant’s 
wellbeing and reflected their understanding of how emotions and feelings influence overall 
wellbeing. When the participants were asked how they understand wellbeing and the 
elements that influence their wellbeing, there was considerable mention of different sorts of 
emotions. The participants commonly described wellbeing as an emotional experience that 
relates to everyday feelings and emotions that contribute towards wellbeing. For example: 
“wellbeing is how you are feeling” (mind map, participant 10.3), “wellbeing is your feelings” 
155 
 
(mind map, participant 13.3) “wellbeing is how you feel regularly” (mind map, participant 
16.3).  
The participants articulated specific emotions that play an important role in their 
wellbeing. For some participants, these emotions were used to describe wellbeing as a state 
of being, such as ‘wellbeing is happiness’, for others the incorporation of feelings and 
emotions into the conceptualisation of wellbeing surrounded how particular feelings and 
emotions can positively and negatively affect overall feelings of wellbeing. Three key 
emotions were highlighted as being key to the participant’s definition and understanding of 




Happiness was the most frequently mentioned emotion by the participants. When the 
participants were asked what wellbeing is, the importance of ‘happiness’ and ‘feeling happy’ 
was repeatedly referred to and included a reference to aspects of their lives that made them 
happy e.g., “[wellbeing is] feeling happy within myself” (journal, participant 3.3), “being happy 
with where you are” (mind map, participant 2.12).  
 
For many of the participants, a common perspective was that happiness is a part of 
wellbeing, stating that wellbeing is how happy you are and your state of happiness: 
 
  “[Wellbeing is] feeling happy” (mind map, participant 19.4) 
 
“[Wellbeing is] happiness” (mind map, participant 17.11) 
 




This view of happiness and wellbeing construes the two as closely related and 
interconnected dimensions that the participants find hard to separate from each other, 
demonstrating the importance of happiness for overall wellbeing. Some participants 
included happiness in their understanding of wellbeing as also impacting upon dimensions 
such as physical and mental health, suggesting that happiness is an important element of 
wellbeing in combination with other dimensions.  
 
“Wellbeing = mental and physical health, state of happiness” (journal, participant 2.6) 
 
“Wellbeing is a result of the health and happiness of an individual” (mind map, 
participant 5.14) 
 
“Wellbeing is a state of emotional, social and physical happiness” (journal, participant 
12.6) 
 
Whilst many of the participants viewed wellbeing and happiness as being closely 
related to one another, some participants were able to differentiate between the two and 
point them out as separate concepts. Demonstrating that for many feeling happy and 
happiness has important implications for wellbeing but they are separate yet interconnected 
concepts:  
 





Happiness was also further understood as a purely emotional concept, where 
happiness is a state that is influenced by different aspects of an individual’s life. It was also 
understood as an emotion that required balance, recognising that being happy is not a state 
that is achievable all the time. From this standpoint, participants recognise that emotions 
and the subsequent fluctuation of wellbeing are important elements of life and that levels of 
happiness need to be at a sustainable level.  
 
“Wellbeing is being mentally healthy – not happy 24/7 but also not depressed and 
sad” (journal, participant 14.8) 
 
“Wellbeing means being happy and contented for a sustainable period of time” 
(journal, participant 3.1) 
 
In line with the participants’ understanding of elements that are important wellbeing, 
the majority of the participants, when discussing their levels of happiness included social 
elements such as friendship, alongside being able to do things that make them feel happy: 
 
“Being happy – socialising with my friends” (journal, participant 7.10) 
 
“Wellbeing is feeling happy, which comes from being with friends and family” (journal, 
participant 5.16) 
 
“[Wellbeing is] being happy when doing something” (mind map, participant 11.14) 
 
Overall, the participants recognise that happiness and wellbeing are closely related 
yet separate concepts. The participants’ view the feeling of happiness as an important 
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contributor towards wellbeing and highlight different aspects of their lives that can influence 
their happiness, and as a result, contribute towards overall levels of wellbeing when 
combines with other elements of wellbeing.  
 
Stress 
Stress was also identified as a key emotion that plays a part in the participant's overall 
feelings of wellbeing. In contrast to the participants’ discussions about happiness as an 
emotion that required good levels of happiness for wellbeing, stress was discussed by 
participants as an emotion where wellbeing is dependent upon having low or decreased 
levels of stress. This inclusion of stress as an important element when considering wellbeing 
reiterates that participants’ views of emotions in wellbeing include both positive and negative 
aspects.  
Throughout the study, the participants highlighted that they feel good when they are 
stress-free and that their wellbeing depends upon their levels of stress.  
 
 “I feel good when I am not stressed” (journal, participant 6.4) 
 
“Being stress-free” (journal, participant 4.8) 
 
“Stable mentally without getting too stressed and breaking down” (journal, participant 
2.4) 
 
In this case, stress is viewed by the participants as an important emotion to balance. 
The participants repeatedly mentioned the importance of being able to reduce their stress 
and manage their stress levels and therefore can be viewed as participants stating the 




“Stress-free – reducing it as far as possible” (mind map, participant 18.9) 
 
“Reducing stress” (mind map, participant 3.4) 
 
When considering the participants’ reflections on managing and reducing stress 
levels, this was frequently linked to having people to talk to and the support networks they 
have to be able to work through negative experiences and life events that create stress, 
further compounding the importance of social elements and interpersonal relationships for 
participants’ wellbeing and the need for supportive relationships: 
 
“Doing things I enjoy with people I want to be with - they help me forget other things 
going on which are bad” (journal, participant 11.11) 
 
Throughout the study, the participants also regularly discussed elements of their lives 
that played a role in influencing their stress levels. This became an important topic 
throughout the discussions, as participants expressed strong views about the impact that 
school work had upon their levels of stress and consequently their wellbeing: 
 
“Stress – not an overload of work” (mind map, participant 21.2) 
 
“School not stressing you out too much” (mind map, participant 21.11) 
 
“Stress-free – time away from school” (mind map, participant 4.7) 
 




The participants’ frequent discussions and mentions of stress in relation to their 
wellbeing throughout the data, in particular the stress that occurs from everyday life 
experiences such as school and schoolwork, suggest that stress is a common emotion 
experienced by the participants. Thus, the consideration of feelings and emotions in relation 
to participant’s wellbeing can be seen as an important dimension as participants understand 
how aspects of their lives may influence their overall emotional state. 
 
4.5.2. Positivity and sense of self  
Alongside happiness and stress, many of the participants’ perspectives of wellbeing 
focused on positivity and having a positive state of mind as an important element of 
wellbeing: “I think staying positive for your mental wellbeing and being happy” (focus group 
1, school 9), “Wellbeing means have a positive attitude towards life and seeing the best in 
people and experiences” (journal, participant 18.8), as well as feeling content “like whether 
you are content, like with your house and friends and family” (focus group 1, school 12),   
Positivity was strongly related to developing a positive sense of self, and 
consequently, participants frequently mentioned the importance of having a positive sense 
of self for wellbeing, which concerned their view of and relationship with themselves. The 
participants highlighted that a positive sense of self can stem from certain characteristics 
and personal traits such as feeling confident, being a good person, their perceptions of 
themselves, alongside self-care.  
 
“Physical and mental health – self-esteem/self-perception” (journal, participant 21.4) 
 




“Wellbeing is feeling comfortable in yourself to the point where you can do whatever 
you want with ease” (journal, participant 2.4) 
 
The participants expressed the importance of being able to feel that they can do 
something that makes them feel good in relation to self-care, which is further expressed in 
the sub-theme of ‘enjoying oneself’, such examples include “just relaxing, in your room and 
like your own space (focus group 1, school 8), “reading books and my bible makes me feel 
good” (journal, participant 19.18), “having time to reflect on oneself” (journal, participant 
12.6). 
A further key element that contributed towards developing a positive sense of self, 
according to the participants, is self-confidence and believing in themselves. The 
participants regularly viewed higher levels of self-confidence and self-esteem as being 
important for the development of their wellbeing and linked to their judgments of themselves.  
 
“Good mental and physical health – feeling confident” (journal, participant 18.1) 
 
“Feeling confident and happy within myself” (journal, participant 3.2) 
 
4.5.3. Enjoying oneself  
An important element of wellbeing expressed by participants is the importance of 
enjoyment of life; doing things that they enjoy and feeling that they are enjoying themselves 
were commonly stated throughout the data e.g., “enjoyment of life – doing things you enjoy” 
(mind map, participant 4.6), “doing things you enjoy makes you feel good” (journal, 
participant 16.1). The participants linked enjoyment to a wide variety of activities and made 





“Enjoying yourself – getting outside/hobbies/avoiding things you don’t want to do” 
(mind map, participant 10.8) 
 
“Personally, for me wellbeing is err something that I enjoy doing and being involved 
with that kind of brings good emotions to me and like kind of pushes out all those bad 
emotions that might be lingering about” (focus group 1, school 11) 
 
“R5 – doing things you want to do I – why is that important? R5 – so you won’t feel 
depressed, you have to be able to do the things you want to do” (focus group 1, 
school 7) 
 
Enjoyment was also linked to several other elements and not based solely on the 
enjoyment of the activity. Sports (both formal competition and informal sports (e.g., 
rollerblading)) was the most frequently mentioned activity that the participants enjoyed as a 
contributor towards their wellbeing. Participants doing activities that they enjoy can also be 
linked to feelings of achievement, increased social bonds and physical health, as well as 
feelings of freedom and autonomy that come with being able to spend time doing things that 
they feel are enjoyable.  
 
“I like playing sports to boost my wellbeing as it makes me feel that I am part of 
something when I am in a team” (journal, participant 1.5) 
 




“I enjoy sports because it gives me a sense of freedom and healthy competition is 
good” (journal, participant 8.4) 
 
“Gym and football because exercise makes me feel satisfied and proud when I have 
finished” (journal, participant 16.2) 
 
“Playing rugby takes my mind into a different headspace and improves my 
confidence” (journal, participant 19.16) 
 
4.6. Health (Physical) 
The idea of health also played an important role in the participant’s conceptualisations 
of wellbeing. The participants considered the role of health within wellbeing quite broadly 
stating that wellbeing is: “good health” (mind map, participant 19.14), “being healthy” (mind 
map, participant 19.17), “[wellbeing is] overall health” (mind map, participant 19.13), 
“[wellbeing is] how good and healthy you feel” (mind map, participant 21.8).  Perceptions of 
health were also related to both physical and mental wellbeing, “heathy – physically and 
mentally” (mind map, participant 21.3), “healthy mind and body” (mind map, participant 
7.16), “great physical, emotional and mental state”, thus indicating that the participants’ 
understanding of health is related to both physical and mental domains, with the domains 
closely interlinked further expanding upon the participant's multidimensional view of 
wellbeing.  
However, within this theme of health, the participants’ perceptions of and levels of 
physical health were repeatedly expressed as being an overall important element for their 
wellbeing. When taking into consideration the previous sub-themes, good physical health 
was viewed by the participants as an element that also impacts upon elements situated 
within the theme of psychological elements, as participants’ perceptions of themselves and 
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their emotional and mental wellbeing are seen to be linked to physical health. For example, 
taking part in exercise for physical health was also highlighted by participants as being linked 
to improved management of emotions - reducing negative emotions and increasing positive 
emotions.  
 
“Walking improves my wellbeing as it allows me to be active but also think through 
my thoughts” (journal, participant 11.7) 
 
“Rugby is good for my wellbeing as it allows me to stay healthy and fit, also it allows 
me to release anger and frustration” (journal, participant 11.12) 
 
“I was going to say like [being] healthy, like a healthy body and everything will be ok” 
(focus group 1, school 1) 
 
The participants attributed their physical health to several different everyday 
elements, these elements were discussed in relation to physical health. However, it was 
also apparent that the participants found it quite hard to separate the physical and mental 
health domains, as the participants further stressed the connection between physical and 
mental health within these discussions. The three key elements that participants commonly 
expressed in relation to physical health are: diet and food, exercise, and sleep and these 
will be expanded upon below.  
 
4.6.1. Diet and food   
When discussing physical health, the participants most commonly mentioned 
elements related to diet and food, “eating” (mind map, participant 7.6), “diet” (mind map, 
participant 7.9) “food” (mind map, participant 20.7). When participants were asked to create 
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mind maps of what wellbeing means to them they stated the importance of a healthy diet 
and healthy food as well as staying hydrated as being important for their physical health and 
wellbeing: 
 
“Eating properly and staying hydrated” (mind map, participant 19.8) 
 
“Eating healthily and hydration” (mind map, participant 18.5) 
 
“Food and nutrition” (mind map, participant 200) 
 
From this standpoint, the relationship some participants have with food and diet 
concerning their physical health can be seen as positive and deemed as an important aspect 
by the participants for the functioning of their body when linking a good diet to physical 
health. However, further to this, several participants discussed the importance of food and 
diet and physical health in relation to their physical appearance, expressing how what you 
eat impacts how you look.  
 
“R3 – diet I – why diet? R3 – well your diet, it’s the food you eat, it can affect you a 
lot, if you eat chocolate every day it will make you not look as good” (focus group 1, 
school 7) 
 
“[wellbeing is] eating less” (mind map, participant 5.4) 
 
This link between physical health and physical appearance focuses less on how the 
body functions healthily as a result of a healthy diet, but how physical health and appearance 
are linked to thoughts and feelings about oneself and the positive and negative effect of 
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perceptions of appearance as a result of what food they eat. Diet and food are seen to play 
an important role in the physical wellbeing of the participants, with their food practices also 
being linked to their emotions and perceptions of their appearance as a result of diet on their 
appearance.  
 
4.6.2. Exercise and fitness  
Taking part in exercise and having good fitness was also seen by participants as 
having an important role in the development of physical health. Taking part in physical 
activity, being fit and active was commonly mentioned by participants throughout the data: 
 
“Physical wellbeing – eating healthy and being active/fit” (journal, participant 14.8) 
 
“Physical wellbeing – exercise” (mind map, participant 10.3) 
 
“Physical wellbeing – doing physical activities” (mind map, participant 3.2) 
 
In further discussions, many of the participants highlighted that taking part in physical 
activity and exercise contributed towards their overall wellbeing as it leads to good levels of 
fitness, in turn improving their perceptions of their physical appearance.  This highlights that 
for some participants physical health and appearance are inextricably linked when 
contributing towards wellbeing. 
 
“Running makes me feel better because of the fresh air, but also because I am 




“I like going to the gym because when I leave, I feel like I have let off some steam. I 
also want to stay physically fit which is a major part of wellbeing for me” (journal, 
participant 12.4).  
 
Exercise and fitness can also be further linked to the theme of psychological 
elements, specifically the sub-theme of enjoying oneself, as participants frequently 
expressed the importance of taking part in activities that they enjoy as being important for 
their psychological health and physical health, with each dimension complementing each 
other. For example, when participants were asked what sort of things they liked to do to 
improve their wellbeing, participants frequently mentioned the importance of taking part in 
hobbies that involved exercise such as swimming or team sports, as well as making sure 
that they go to the gym regularly or go for a walk. The participants then linked many of these 
activities to physical health elements alongside psychological and social elements: 
 
“Swimming helps me to keep fit and I enjoy it because I have been every week since 
I was young” (journal, participant 1.7) 
 
“Exercise like running or walking – they make me feel healthier and more  
accomplished” (journal, participant 2.2) 
 
“Walking outside because it is not hard exercise and it is relaxing” (journal, participant 
6.10) 
 
The participants highlighted that exercise and fitness are important aspects for 
developing physical health and contributing towards overall wellbeing. The physical health 
dimension of wellbeing can also be linked to the participants’ descriptions of wellbeing within 
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the psychological element domain, with good levels of physical health allowing participants 
to take part in sport and activities that are valued by them. In further discussions, some 
participants mentioned the importance of having good levels of physical health for allowing 
them to take part in exercise and fitness-related activities that they enjoy and consequently 
linking this to being able to socialise. Therefore, within these elements of wellbeing, multiple 
interrelated elements are being operationalised, considering that exercise and fitness can 
provide opportunities for developing physical, social and emotional wellbeing.  
 
4.6.3. Sleep 
A proportion of the participants reported that sleep was also important to their overall 
feelings of physical health and subsequent wellbeing. Elements that related to sleep within 
the analysis of the data included not feeling tired, having good sleep patterns and getting 
enough sleep, for example:  
 
“Sleep as much as you really need” (mind map, participant 4.7) 
 
“Having a good sleep schedule” (mind map, participant 4.2) 
 
“Not tired – a lot of sleep” (mind map, participant 6.3) 
 
The participants also stated that having enough sleep and feeling well-rested was 
interconnected with feelings of having enough energy to take part in activities and do things 
that they enjoy. Getting enough sleep as was also associated with self-care, further 
compounding the connections between physical and psychological health and wellbeing.  
 




“Self-care – keeping fit/making sure you eat, drink and sleep” (mind map, participant 
10.8) 
 
Overall, the participants highlighted three everyday functionings and activities that 
play an important role in influencing and impacting their wellbeing. For most of the 
participant’s these were seen as positively contributing towards their wellbeing e.g. good 
sleep, food and exercise leads to increased physical health and wellbeing. However, within 
categories such as diet, the participants highlighted the potential negative impacts of a poor 
diet and how this made them feel. Highlighting that the participants recognise both the 
positive and negative mediators of wellbeing and the value of these mediators in the 
development of their wellbeing. 
 
4.7. Environmental Elements  
Throughout this research the participants highlighted a number of different 
environmental elements that were supportive of their wellbeing, these considered both 
material and objective environmental elements, as well as subjectively experienced 
environmental elements. To incorporate the participants’ multiple views of significant 
environmental elements contributing towards wellbeing, within this theme the ‘environment’ 
is understood as both the participants’ physical, built environment (e.g. housing) as well as 
their wider socio-cultural and socio-economic environments (e.g. feelings of safety). In 
examining the data within this subtheme, two key elements emerged that participants 
considered important for their wellbeing: stability (financial) and a combination of safety and 
security. Descriptions of environments that enhance wellbeing will also be included within 
this theme to expand upon the participants’ conceptualisations and understanding of ‘feeling 




4.7.1. Stability (financial)  
Stability was frequently mentioned by participants as being important for their 
wellbeing. For some participants, stability was mentioned in isolation and represented 
overall feelings of stability throughout their lives. For example, within the mind maps, 
participants included ‘stability’ and ‘overall feelings of stability’ as a dimension of wellbeing: 
“stability in my life” (mind map, participant 21.9).  
However, expanding upon this, many of the participants frequently related feelings of 
stability to financial and economic stability, commonly discussing the importance of feeling 
stable as being related to and dependent upon their income and their economic situation.  
 
“Steady income” (mind map, participant 20.8) 
 
“Economic situation contributes towards your wellbeing” (mind map, participant 
11.12) 
 
“Housing and income levels” (mind map, participant 11.12) 
 
The age of the participants and their discussions of financial and job stability suggests 
that they are at an age where the thought of their future stability may also become an 
important aspect of their wellbeing, as a number of the participants are at an age to begin 
to think about living independently at university. Several participants highlighted that thinking 
about their future opportunities and education was an important aspect of their wellbeing. 
This suggests that future life changes and stability play an integral role for some of the 
participants’ wellbeing as they enter a transitional period of their lives. For example, 
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participants conceptualisations of wellbeing within their mind maps included elements such 
as:  
 
“Future opportunities” (mind map, participant 14.1) 
 
“Level of education” (mind map, participant 19.8) 
 
 “Academic life – success at school and university” (mind map, participant 21.9) 
 
 Correspondingly, this was more commonly expressed by participants in the study 
undertaking their A Levels as they are closer to an age to begin to consider leaving home 
and taking more responsibility for themselves.  
The participants generally discussed stability and financial stability in relation to 
meeting everyday needs and feeling secure, such as being able to buy food, have a house 
to live in and buy clothes. Whilst this was the case for the majority of participants that 
included stability and financial stability within their conceptualisations of wellbeing, some 
participants expressed financial elements beyond stability, but relating to success, wealth 
and social status: 
 
 “[wellbeing is] money success” (mind map, participant 12.11) 
 







4.7.2. Safety and security  
Feeling safe and secure in an environment was also attributed as an important 
element towards the participants’ wellbeing, with the participants frequently mentioning 
aspects relating to ‘safety’, ‘feeling safe’ and ‘security’.  
 
“Feeling safe” (mind map, participant 17.9) 
 
“Security/safety” (mind map, participant 19.10) 
 
“Safety and health, how safe you are basically” (focus group 1, school 21) 
 
The participants’ consideration of feeling safe and secure was generally related to 
the emotional state of feeling safe and secure in an environment, for example, “feeling safe 
and secure in my environment” (mind map, participant 15.1) with this feeling being important 
when the participants were considering certain key environments and certain characteristics 
of these environments. For the participants, feeling safe and secure at home and where they 
live, alongside school environments was an important consideration for their wellbeing.  
 
“Safe – surroundings/house/home” (mind map, participant 19.20) 
 
“Erm, having a home and shelter and like being looked after, rather than being on 
your own and not knowing that to do and being somewhere that you are scared of 
and things like that” (focus group 1, school 21) 
 
Further to this, other participants included aspects of online safety, extending the 
concept of environment to include virtual aspects. This is an important consideration for 
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participants of this age as much of their time may be spent communicating via social media 
and engaging with online technologies. 
 
“Feeling safe at home/school/online” (mind map, participant 10.5) 
 
In addition to this, the participants discussed how feelings of being unsafe in an 
environment can lead to negative emotions such as worry, highlighting that positive and 
negative emotional responses are an important consideration for participants in certain 
environments.  
 
“Feeling safe and happy with what I am doing – being stressed and worried is the 
worst” (journal, participant 21.3) 
 
The data also revealed the sort of environments that participants viewed as safe and 
supportive of their wellbeing. Within the drawings the participants created of spaces and 
places they considered to be good for their wellbeing, the participants frequently annotated 
their drawings with words such as ‘quiet’, ‘calm’, and ‘peaceful’ (see fig 4.6). Environments 
that were commonly annotated as being calm and peaceful were environments with fewer 
people (unless with family and friends), open space and lots of greenery and wildlife. The 
participants stated that these environments made them feel safe, free and less anxious and 
allowed them to escape their thoughts.  
For example, when participant 10.6 was asked what environment they consider good 
for their wellbeing they explained how open spaces have no boundaries which can lead to 




“Open spaces - spaces of freedom, they make me feel good because there are no 
boundaries and they are always different every time you visit (nature is living)” 
(journal, participant 10.6)  
 
Participant 10.4 also expressed that open space and views are important for 
wellbeing, leading to feelings of calmness and safety:  
 
“Beautiful hills, nice views, space – feel safe, feel calm, fresh air, warmth” (journal, 
participant 10.4). 
 
Whilst the majority of participants stated that spending time in natural, open 
environments makes them feel calm, peaceful and safe, several participants when asked 
how being in natural environments made them feel, felt that being in these environments is 
unsettling or leads to negative feelings.  
 
“It can be unsettling, like bugs or wild things” (journal, participant 22.21) 




“Moody – I have allergies and I hate bugs” (journal, participant 19.8) 
 
“Horrible – I don’t like spiders and insects and I hate to get messy” (journal, participant 
19.6) 
 
Throughout the study, many participants also noted the importance of places that are 
familiar to them and described certain specific places that they considered important for their 
wellbeing, often these were highlighted explicitly as familiar places: “I would go to my garden 
at home because it is a familiar place” (environment drawing, participant 18.8), or places 
with good memories “On holiday on a beach with my family and friends in an area I have 
good and happy memories” or through participants describing environments that they spend 
time in regularly such as friends’ houses, grandparent’s houses or their church. The 
participants’ feelings within these environments were similar to those experienced in natural 
environments, in the sense that spending time in familiar environments feels comfortable, 
safe and relaxing and personal to their own needs. For example, when participants were 
asked to describe environments that they think are good for their wellbeing, participants 
responded with the following descriptions: 
  
“Places I feel comfortable in socially and physically, like my house, in bed” (journal, 
participant 21.6) 
 
“My garden at home because it is a familiar place that has positive memories 
associated with it” (journal, participant 18.8) 
  




The participants’ considerations of environmental elements that influence their 
wellbeing revealed that there are certain qualities within environments that participants look 
for in order for places, spaces and landscapes to enhance their wellbeing. Overall, stability 
can be viewed as an element linked to participants’ economic environment, whilst safety 
and security can be seen to relate to broader environmental elements such as socio-cultural 
environments and how the participants subjectively perceive certain environments. 
Participants have highlighted that not all environments have the same meaning for each 
person as different environments were considered as safe, comfortable or more supportive 
of wellbeing than others. 
 
4.8. Concluding summary 
This chapter has provided a detailed account of the participants understanding of 
wellbeing and revealed the key elements that influence the participants’ wellbeing 
addressing the first objective of the research, which aims to understand how young people 
characterise individual wellbeing. The research has revealed that the participants hold a 
multidimensional view of wellbeing, whereby multiple elements contribute towards and 
influence their wellbeing. The research demonstrated that the participants understood that 
the various elements that make up their wellbeing are interconnected and interdependent of 
each other. The thematic analysis of the data revealed four key themes when considering 
the elements that make up the participants’ wellbeing, with the multidimensional view of 
wellbeing underpinning these key themes. The key dimensions of wellbeing were consistent 
across all the data types, in that the highlighted themes of social, psychological, physical 
and environmental elements were consistent in dominating the participants’ descriptions of 
wellbeing. Whilst these domains are discussed within this chapter in order of importance as 
revealed by the participants, this chapter also highlights the interconnected nature of the 
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domains and the interdependent role they play in the development of the participants’ 
wellbeing.  
The participants’ repeated considerations of social elements and valued 
interpersonal relationships dominated the participants’ considerations of wellbeing. The 
effect of interpersonal relationships on young peoples has been widely discussed within 
literature and previous studies into significant components of young people’s wellbeing 
(Bakalım & Karçkay, 2016; Chu et al., 2010; Spithoven et al., 2017). The findings from this 
chapter further highlight the important role that interpersonal relationships, particularly 
friendships, play in developing young people’s wellbeing, alongside the mediating role that 
supportive relationships play in relation to negative aspects of participants’ lives.  
The findings from this chapter also identify the importance of psychological elements 
for the participants’ wellbeing, relating to important emotions and feelings that are 
experienced by the participants. Drawing upon findings from within this theme, the 
participants presented a clear focus towards happiness within this domain of wellbeing. 
Happiness in relation to wellbeing has been frequently explored in studies, as research 
seeks to clarify lay people’s perceptions of happiness and wellbeing, as the two concepts 
appear closely related (Mcmahan & Estes, 2010). The findings from this research 
accentuate the understanding of wellbeing and happiness as closely interlinked, as 
wellbeing was frequently understood by participants as being a state of happiness, 
suggesting there is some difficulty in separating the two concepts. Alongside happiness, this 
chapter revealed that the participants also related wellbeing to levels of stress. The 
participants' inclusion of managing stress in their conceptualisations of wellbeing brings into 
focus the problem of the prevalence of stress in young people’s lives that is currently being 
considered as detrimental to their wellbeing (Moksnes et al., 2010; Schraml et al., 2011).  
Research by Jayanthi et al (2015) explore the relationship between academic stress 
and depression amongst adolescents, finding that academic matters are a leading cause of 
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stress among school children. Participants in this study also related stress to their 
schoolwork, consistent with research into causes of stress in young people (Bhat, 2017; 
Norohona, 2016). Further contributing towards the psychological elements theme were 
participants’ ideas of positivity, particularly in relation to their sense of self, self-esteem and 
self-confidence, as well as the participants expressing the importance of feeling like they 
were enjoying themselves and taking part in activities that they value. Leisure activity in 
adolescents has been highlighted in research as being an important aspect of adolescent 
psychological wellbeing as it provides opportunities for people to form social relationships 
and enhance self-identity (Bartko & Eccles, 2003; Trainor et al., 2010). This view is 
particularly important again for compounding the importance of social elements as the key 
contributing element towards wellbeing, as social elements and the importance of forming 
relationships were also linked across the further themes.  
This chapter also revealed the capacity of the participants’ physical health to impact 
their wellbeing, which included diet and food and exercise and sleep as key contributing 
elements that affect physical health. Physical health within this study was viewed by the 
participants as playing a role in further enhancing the psychological and social domains. The 
state of physical health directly influences an individual’s ability to take part in activities that 
allow for socialising and increased physical fitness, leading to an improved sense of self-
esteem and perception of self as recognised by Archer (2014). This further emphasises the 
influence that certain elements have across multiple domains of wellbeing, as understood 
by the participants in this study and previous studies. The participants within this study also 
reported a number of environmental elements that they consider to be supportive of their 
wellbeing. Several participants felt that financial stability is an important aspect of their 
wellbeing, as stability ensures housing, food and water. Stability in adolescent’s lives has 
been explored in relation to adolescents’ wellbeing (Fiese, 2000; Fomby & Cherlin, 2007), 
but mainly from the perspective of family stability, yet as this chapter has highlighted, young 
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people are also aware of financial aspects in their lives, and their future prospects as a result 
of education and exam results. It is this consideration of future financial stability that also 
may add to the stress that is stated as resulting from academic pressures and schoolwork.  
Environmental elements were also considered by participants in terms of qualities of 
environments that make them feel safe and secure and their relationships with these 
environments. The participants often described environments that were known to them or 
that they had good memories of as positively influencing their wellbeing and places that they 
could easily socialise and meet new people. This sits in line with research into the 
significance of place attachments for young people’s wellbeing (Jack, 2010; Rollero & De 
Piccoli, 2010). Natural environments were also mentioned by the participants as spaces that 
were calm, relaxing and peaceful leading to feelings of safety and security. Many studies 
have highlighted the important role that nature connection and time spent in nature plays in 
the development of wellbeing in people across all ages (Gill, 2014; Pritchard et al., 2020; 
White et al., 2019), however for some participants, experiences in nature can lead to 
negative feelings such as being moody or worrying about bugs and insects. As discussed 
by Milligan and Bingley (2007) and highlighted in chapter 2, not all nature experiences can 
be considered as restorative and positive for people, as a range of influences shape people's 
experiences in these environments.  
This chapter has revealed the multiple elements that are considered to influence the 
participants’ wellbeing, as well as highlighting the participants’ multidimensional perspective 
of wellbeing, clearly contributing towards objective 1. As previously stated much of the 
research on young people’s wellbeing has focused on adults' perceptions, placing their 
inferences on young people’s experiences of wellbeing. This chapter has centred on the 
subjective experience of wellbeing from the participants’ perspective, eliciting a variety of 
elements and understandings to characterise individual and collective wellbeing from a 
young person’s standpoint. The following chapter will explore how residential environmental 
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education experiences influence the participants’ feelings of wellbeing and will draw from 
the findings from this chapter to help contextualise the participants’ experiences with their 
























5.1. Introduction  
This chapter presents findings gathered from focus groups and participant journals in 
order to primarily address the second objective of this study: to identify how and why 
residential environmental education experiences may influence the individual wellbeing of 
young people. This chapter aims to explore the role and value of residential environmental 
education in influencing the participants’ wellbeing. In conjunction with the first empirical 
chapter, this chapter will also be used to inform the third research objective, which explores 
how residential environmental education strategies can be designed to promote the 
wellbeing of young people in these settings.  
The purpose of this chapter is not to measure the participants’ wellbeing but to 
understand how they experience wellbeing in the setting of residential environmental 
education and the experiences that play a role in influencing their wellbeing.  The chapter 
will also seek to explore how wellbeing is understood within environmental education 
through young people’s own language, giving priority to the participants’ discourse of 
wellbeing. As a result, a qualitative approach is used to identify and explore the participants’ 
experiences, with data derived from focus groups and individual participant diaries. As 
discussed within chapters 3 and 4, research into young people’s wellbeing must provide 
opportunities for their own perspectives to become apparent in order to understand their 
representations and experiences of wellbeing. A qualitative approach was chosen in order 
to explore the participants’ experiences of wellbeing in the residential environmental 
education setting. The use of qualitative methods such as focus groups and solicited 
participant diaries have become recognised as a means of empowerment for young people 
in research, allowing participants greater control of the data and in the case of diaries, give 
the participants space and time to depict their own priorities in as little or as much detail as 
they feel willing to (Milligan & Bartlett, 2017). The use of these methods is deemed 
appropriate as it has been highlighted that much of the wellbeing research has been 
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commonly on young people, as opposed to with young people (Honkanen et al., 2017; Vujčić 
et al., 2019). Alongside this, much of the research exploring environmental education with 
young people has placed a focus on the cognitive effects and environmental attitudes of 
young people engaging with environmental education, with little understanding of the 
affective impacts of the overall residential environmental education experience where they 
exist (Littledyke, 2008; Russell & Oakley, 2016). 
The material presented within this chapter will draw from the thematic analysis of the 
focus group that was conducted at the end of their stay, where a group discussion was 
facilitated about how they felt during their stay and what made them feel a particular way. 
Alongside the focus group data, it also draws from the participants’ journals, where each 
day the participants wrote down how they felt and what made them feel that way. The 
combination of the individual and group data leads to a greater understanding of the 
individual and collective experiences of wellbeing in residential environmental education 
settings. The identified themes that highlight how environmental education influences the 
participants’ wellbeing are the result of an in-depth thematic analysis process to draw out 
experiences of wellbeing from the participants’ perspectives as highlighted within the 
methodology chapter. Identifying these mediators of wellbeing from the participants’ 
perspective will help to optimise the design and integration of wellbeing interventions within 
environmental education that meet the needs of the young people that participate in these 
programmes.  
The empirical data analysis identified three overarching experiences that played a 
role in influencing the participants’ wellbeing, these are: experiences of place, experiences 
of people, and the learning experience. This chapter will firstly explore how the participants’ 
experiences of place played a central role in influencing their wellbeing. The participants’ 
experience of place is explored in relation to the certain types of places that impacted their 
wellbeing and how these places impacted their wellbeing. The chapter will then move on to 
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explore how the people and the types of experiences that were had with different people at 
the centre played a role in the development of wellbeing. Lastly, this chapter will explore 
how the participants’ academic experiences during residential environmental education 
related to their wellbeing. This section will consider how the participants’ learning experience 
impacted their wellbeing. These sections will explore both the positive and negative role that 
each theme has on young people’s wellbeing, to gather an in-depth understanding of 
participants' experiences.  
 
5.2. Experiences of place  
This theme describes how participants were impacted by the places and 
environments they interacted with throughout their stay at FSC Slapton Ley. Whilst people 
experience the environment in different ways, it is clear from the data that certain 
experiences of place in the context of residential environmental education can be linked to 
the participants’ wellbeing. Residential environmental education programmes at FSC 
Slapton Ley take place in several different environments, ranging from the classroom (see 
photo 5.1), to woodland areas (see photo 5.2), coastal areas (see photo 5.3) and urban 
areas (see photo 5.4); it was experiences in the natural environment that were particularly 
pertinent to the participants. The FSC centre was also discussed as well as the learning 
environment of the classroom and how it made them feel throughout their stay.  
 
5.2.1. The natural environment  
Overall, the impacts of seeing and being in nature were referred to most frequently 
within the focus groups and participant journals as influencing feelings of wellbeing. 
Participants referred to experiences of seeing and being in nature as leading to feelings 
such as happiness: “the beautiful landscape made me happy” (journal, participant 5.34), 
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feeling refreshed: “the views were refreshing after living in urban areas all my life” (journal, 
participant 4.4) and feeling calm: “I felt free and calm walking through nature. It makes me 
feel like the real me and the stream and trickling of water helped me relax more” (journal, 
participant 1.2). One participant within their journal explicitly mentioned that how being 
surrounded by greenery and nature helped improve their wellbeing:  
Photo 5.2 Students in a woodland area Photo 5.1 Example of Slapton classroom 




“We walked through Slapton Ley Nature Reserve and it made me improve my 
wellbeing because I was surrounded by greenery and nature” (journal, participant 
5.26) 
 
There are a number of different environmental qualities and characteristics the 
participants are exposed to during their stay at FSC Slapton Ley. As highlighted above, 
many of the participants discussed broad elements of their surroundings such as nature and 
views. However, some participants identified specific elements of the environment that 
contributed towards feelings of wellbeing, consequentially highlighting that there are diverse 
elements of the natural environment that can contribute to feelings of wellbeing. For 
example, during a focus group one participant highlighted the specific emotions they felt 
from experiencing certain aspects of the environment: 
 
“R1 – I felt like walking, I think it was day two where we did a route where we walked 
from Start Point down to Slapton, I really liked that because it was all different scenery 
that we weren’t really used to and there was lots of different colours and plants and 
houses and things like that, and it was quite quirky so it’s not really anything we are 
surrounded by when we are at home. Erm and just seeing the sea and the views that 
are there and the coastline and things made me feel quite safe, because it was really 
relaxing, it was like an escape I – so what made you feel safe? R1 – I think it was just 
seeing erm all the different colours there really because rather than it be quite dark 
and dreary and miserable it was light and kind of made you feel uplifted and kind of 




 The restorative impact of the natural environment was most commonly discussed by 
the participants. The majority of the participants spoke about the relaxing and calming effect 
of the natural environment, with a focus on how the experiences they had when in the natural 
environment were able to make them forget about stress, feel relaxed and overcome 
negative moments of the trip. These feelings were predominantly linked to the immersive 
experience of being in the natural environment that included both the physical and emotional 
experiences of seeing and experiencing nature. For example, the participants often 
expressed how the physical experience of walking up a hill was intertwined with the 
emotional experience of seeing views of nature whilst walking: 
  
“R6 – the views made me feel more motivated I – what made it motivating? R7 – 
because obviously, you walk up a hill and then after you get tired but then you look 
back and it’s all worth it, looking at such a nice view” (focus group 2, school 7) 
 
Further to this, during a focus group another participant highlighted how the beautiful 
scenery helped relieve feelings of stress, further identifying the restorative effect and positive 
influence that views and beautiful scenery have on the participants’ feelings of wellbeing: 
 
“R4 – actually in some places there wasn’t that much noise so you could hear 
everything and the second you turn around there was like beautiful scenery and that 
made it all worth it, so it was really enjoyable then, you sort of forgot the stresses a 
bit” (focus group 2, school 5).  
 
Whilst there was an over-arching sense that seeing beautiful scenery and views leads 
to participants feeling relaxed, calm and helping them reduce feelings of stress, the research 
highlighted that for the participants a key environment that was influential for their wellbeing 
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was the coastal environment. Coastal characteristics such as the beach or views along the 
coastline (see photos 5.5 and 5.6) were most frequently mentioned by the participants, 
suggesting that for many of the participants, there are particular environments and 
environmental characteristics that can impact their wellbeing more than others.  
                                                                 
One participant spoke about the impact that seeing the ocean had and the 
subsequent sense of awe and excitement it provoked before they had even arrived at the 
centre: 
 
“On our journey here, driving through the farms and seeing the ocean made me really 
excited and I was in complete awe of its natural beauty from the time we arrived until 
now (night time) and I am still in awe)” (journal, participant 12.6) 
 
Spending time on the beach and along the coastline was regularly discussed by the 
participants as providing a relaxing environment, leading to the participants feeling happy, 
free and refreshed. Within these discussions, highlighting the relaxing properties of the 
coastal environment, it became apparent that the experiences in coastal environments were 
commonly linked to times where the participants were not taking part in structured work-
related activities, but where they were free to be in the environment in a way that was 
considered important and meaningful to them, such as spending time with friends or having 
the time to take in the environment that they were in. With this in mind, the environment can 
be considered to have positive impacts on wellbeing in its own right as a result of its 
characteristics and qualities but also through the opportunities it facilitates, such as 
increased social bonds when being able to spend time with friends and share experiences 




“We went down to the beautiful beach and we spent time with friends and bought ice 
cream there and it was an amazing time and everyone felt peaceful and relaxed 
watching the sea” (journal, participant 15.4) 
 
As stated above, the majority of the participants discussed how being near the sea 
made them feel relaxed. The participants frequently noted the role that the sound of the sea 
and waves had on their wellbeing, referring specifically to the soothing and calming nature 
of the sound of the waves which could be understood as a therapeutic experience for the 
participants, as demonstrated within the following journal entry:  
 
Photo 5.6. Views of the coastline 
Photo 5.5. Beach at Slapton 
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“I love nature, especially the beach because I like the sound of the sea and the waves 
as it makes me feel relaxed and at ease, it was especially nice to get away from the 
classroom there” (journal, participant 15.3) 
 
A conversation within a focus group further demonstrates this: 
 
“R4 – and then we were like lying down on the beach on Sunday and the sound of 
the waves was sooo nice R2 – I could have fallen asleep All – yeh it was so nice R2 
– relaxing All – yeh we felt relaxed” (focus group 2, school 2) 
 
Alongside the calming and relaxing role the beach played in developing feelings of 
wellbeing, the participants also discussed how the beach provided space for them to interact 
with their friends and have fun, in turn contributing towards improving their mood and overall 
sense of wellbeing. As will be discussed further within this chapter, social interactions within 
environmental education have been highlighted by the participants as having an impact 
upon their wellbeing in both positive and negative ways dependent upon the experience. 
When considering the role that place has upon the participants’ wellbeing it can be seen 
within this research that particular environments, such as the beach, play a part in facilitating 
important and meaningful social interactions for young people that can lead to positive 
impacts upon wellbeing. For the purpose of this research, when participants discussed an 
experience using the term ‘we’, this was considered to be an experience where social 
elements were an important factor of the experience.  
For example, in a focus group a participant spoke about building slate stacks on the 
beach and how it was relaxing doing something they felt was fun and highlighted the 




“R3 – yeh I think, so any moment where we were just outside, like just enjoying being 
beside the sea or being in Plymouth and you like when we were building that massive 
stack of slate I – was the slate stacking by choice? R3 – yeh we, we just got bored 
(laughing) so we built a massive stack of slates but that is not the point, back to the 
thing I was trying to say, erm when you are just out there doing what you want to do 
and just having a nice time by the sea it was like really relaxing and enjoyable but 
when we really had to think about what we were doing and be like oh I have all of this 
to do in the next hour it was really stressful” (focus group 2, school 2) 
 
This was further expressed by a participant within their journal, where the act of 
skimming stones on the beach with friends led to the participant being in a better mood and 
feeling calm: 
 
“Being on the beach put me in a much better mood, I liked being outside with friends 
and skimming stones, I felt calm” (journal, participant 15.6) 
 
Being with friends on the beach was also highlighted by the participants as being able 
to transform experiences that would normally be considered negative experiences (such as 
being in the rain) into experiences that have a positive effect on the participants’ emotions 
and wellbeing. As discussed by one participant, being in the rain on the beach and throwing 
stones triggered positive feelings as the participant felt happy and free. 
 
“It started heavily raining and we ran down to the water and started throwing stones. 
Being in the rain relaxing and laughing made me feel happy and free-living in the 




These quotes highlight the role that the natural environment plays in being able to 
facilitate feelings of restoration and interactions with people that are supportive of the 
participants’ wellbeing. It is clear from this data that the beach and the sea play a key role 
in influencing feelings of wellbeing when given the freedom to take part in activities on the 
beach that the participants value as important can lead to feelings of increased wellbeing.  
 
The importance of these experiences for the participants’ feelings of wellbeing and 
escaping stress was further highlighted by the participants, not as part of experiences they 
had but experiences they felt they missed out on. This is suggestive that the participants 
place value on experiences of the natural environment for their wellbeing and recognise the 
positive role it can play. In part, it also highlighted that the participants felt that the structure 
of the trip and the time they were able to freely spend in the natural environment also 
impacted their wellbeing, as will be discussed later within this chapter. For the majority of 
the participants, it was recognised that seeing and being in nature could improve their 
wellbeing and they craved these experiences and often cited how working in the 
environments didn’t give them time to experience them in a way that suited them:  
 
“R1 – like the time at the seaside, because we do live in a rural area but we don’t live 
by the sea so if we could have just like, I feel like it would have taken the edge off a 
little bit, just like, because like experiencing nature, it didn’t ever feel like that R6 – we 
just saw it R1 – yeh it felt like we were just walking to get here and we are coming to 
see a particular thing and then we have seen it let’s go straight away, it was never 
just like, let’s look at this for a bit” (focus group 2, school 21) 
 
Another discussion between the participants further highlighted this, explaining that 
they felt there didn’t get enough time to enjoy what they were doing and appreciate their 
193 
 
surroundings. From this standpoint, it could be viewed that the participants are expressing 
the need to develop an appreciation for, and relationship with the environment they are in 
for positive affectual experiences in natural environments: 
 
“R8 – we got a lot done, however, it was like we spent 15 minutes somewhere and 
then right onto the next thing and yeh R9 – it felt like we were being marched around 
lots R4 – yeh we didn’t get time to really enjoy what we were doing really, we didn’t 
like get time to appreciate our surroundings” (focus group 2, school 2).  
 
For the majority of the participants, the natural environment was seen as supportive 
of their wellbeing by providing a relaxing environment that made them feel calm and stress-
free, was enhanced by the sound of the waves and the freedom to spend time with friends. 
Escaping feelings of stress is important to the participants. As highlighted in chapter 4, 
feelings of stress were expressed by the participants as a key emotion that influences their 
wellbeing and that they felt good when they were stress-free or can reduce and manage 
their stress levels. For many of the participants, school and schoolwork was highlighted as 
a key contributor towards their everyday feelings of stress and the feelings of stress from 
schoolwork were subsequently recognised during their stay at FSC Slapton Ley; for 
example:  
 
“R3 – oh yeh I have been really stressed because I have had to be doing work in the 
evenings, so I haven’t had any free time because all of my other subject teachers 
think it’s ok to email me all the work, I’m stressed. I haven’t even had like, I finish at 
8.00 pm and then we have what like 2.5 hours of work from last night so where is my 




Further to this, in contrast to the positive experiences of the natural environment, 
some participants said that the natural environment negatively impacted feelings that relate 
to their wellbeing. The natural environment for some of the participants is an environment 
that they are not used to spending time in, leading to feelings of discomfort and anxiety. This 
was particularly evident when the participants felt that they were not given enough time to 
take the environment in and were expected to be able to just get on with the tasks they had 
been set even when feelings of discomfort were apparent; for example: 
 
“When we went into the woods, I hated it because we had to walk pretty fast and I 
was in an environment which I wasn’t comfortable in but we were all just expected to 
get on with it which I hated – had to touch insects and dirt and go up and down steep 
hills” (journal, participant 10.3) 
 
Further to this, wellbeing in natural environments was that related to the participants’ 
learning and the impact of real-world learning. Many of the participants described the 
important role that the natural environment played in facilitating experiences that supported 
their learning and discussed how this contributed to their feelings of wellbeing. The 
participants frequently referred to experiences of learning by doing and learning by seeing 
and frequently highlighted how this enhanced the relevance of their learning, leading to 
feelings of enjoyment. Working in the natural environment allowed the participants to see 
what they were learning about in real life and provided a fun environment for the participants 
away from the normal confines of the classroom: 
 
“P1 – I really liked today P6 – it was like everything we were learning about we were 
seeing, it was like oh look there is a rock fall P4 – we were actually seeing stuff we 
had learned about in action and also we were like, I could understand how it was 
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relevant, how I am going to use this information and our tutor spoke so clearly” (focus 
group 2, school 6) 
 
Many of the participants also expressed how learning outside does not feel like real 
work and as a result can be considered beneficial to their wellbeing because the work is 
easier to remember, making it feel better and more enjoyable: 
 
“R1 – it was much better [learning outside] it almost doesn’t feel like you are doing 
work because you are outside and you are kind of having fun, having a laugh as well 
and you know the work is not too difficult and it’s a lot easier to remember it and 
understand it when you are actually doing it rather than just reading it, it gets in your 
head more and it just feels better, so it’s more enjoyable” (focus group 2, school 1) 
 
As will be discussed further within this chapter, the academic experience and 
relevance of the work within environmental education play a key role in shaping the 
participants’ feelings of wellbeing. This research highlights the key role experiences in the 
natural environment play in facilitating the participants learning and the importance of 
relevant learning environments. Accordingly, for some participants, the positive effect of 
learning in the natural environment was challenged when the environment they were in was 
not considered supportive of their learning needs. When discussing these experiences, the 
participants frequently emphasised how this led to feelings such as stress, anxiety and 
worry: 
 
“R4 – yeh before we started measuring the trees I liked just walking and but yeh when 
we started collecting data it was a bit boring and stressful as they said it wasn’t really 




This was further expressed by a participant within their journal:  
 
“Measuring the size of pebbles was negative as it was not particularly enjoyable and 
focused on the part of Geography I was less interested in and would not be doing my 
NEA (independent investigation) on” (journal, participant 14.7) 
 
The participants also spoke about the conflicting experience of working in the natural 
environment and the impact this had upon them. As expressed earlier within this theme, it 
became clear throughout this research that the majority of the participants view the natural 
environment as a place to escape the stresses of everyday life such as school and 
schoolwork, and when they are in these environments they seek out relaxing and restorative 
opportunities. As a result, several participants felt that the stress of having to work in the 
natural environment detracts from the positive role that nature can play in enhancing feelings 
of wellbeing for example: 
 
“We had to think about school in these environments, which I wouldn’t normally do. I 
would normally come to this kind of place to let go of stress but it was constantly on 
my mind here” (focus group 2, school 7) 
 
This feeling was expressed in another focus group: 
 
“R8 – these kinds of places are the places you go to forget about the stress like 
school, but we were actually thinking about it while we were here, it was like the point 





5.2.2. FSC Slapton Ley centre and accommodation  
Alongside the natural environment, the centre and accommodation played a role in 
influencing the participants’ wellbeing, with participants expressing several different 
emotions relating to the feel of the centre, the rooms and the atmosphere. The centre and 
village of Slapton added to the participants’ feelings of wellbeing with many of the 
participants saying they felt calm at the centre, alongside feeling a sense of welcome. The 
calm feelings stated by many of the participants were attributed to the quietness of the area 
and the friendliness of the people that they saw at the centre and in the village:  
 
“Walking around Slapton village was enlightening and calming as there were few 
people around. There was a sense of security and welcoming as people walking by 
smiled and said hi, it put me in a good mood” (journal, participant 4.1) 
 
“We walked around Slapton and I felt good because of the calm atmosphere and nice 
trees and plant everywhere, which lasted for the whole time I was walking around” 
(journal, participant 4.9) 
 
Whilst some participants experienced benefits to their wellbeing from staying in the 
rural location of Slapton village, other participants expressed negative emotions and 
feelings. Many of the participants come from busy, urban areas and for a number of these 
participants the contrast of being in such a small, rural village led to them feeling anxious 
and isolated, highlighting the way individuals’ perceptions of the environment and their 




“Introduced to a very rural area, sense of isolation and a little bit anxious, fear of 
getting bored” (journal, participant 11.9) 
  
A group of participants within a focus group discussed how the deserted feel of 
Slapton made it feel creepy, coupled with the cold weather and rain: 
 
“R3 – Slapton was boring and depressing All – it was just empty and cold R4 – 
Slapton itself was just boring and depressing when it’s raining and cold and you are 
just really tired R3 – it just looked really creepy R2 – it was just really deserted and 
no people” (focus group 2, school 3) 
 
It was also common for participants to discuss how the isolated environment made 
them feel sad and that there was nothing for them to do. This was particularly prevalent for 
participants that expressed how much they enjoy living and being in an urban environment: 
 
“R8 - It’s too quiet, I don’t like being in the middle of nowhere, like in a city there are 
loads of people and like here in the middle of nowhere there is just like nothing to do” 
(focus group 2, school 7) 
 
“I feel sad and trapped here” (journal, participant 19.13) 
 
For others, certain elements of being in the natural environment led to feelings of 
stress. For participants that stated that they were not used to spending time in these 
environments, particularly in such a rural area it was often stated that being in the natural 
environment made them feel isolated and it was these feelings of isolation that contributed 




“R5 – we are in the middle of nowhere I – and how does that make you feel? R5 – I 
mean its fine, I am just a bit like isolated which kind of stresses me out I – why? R5 
– I don’t know, you are just so far away from other people and so far from shops and 
obviously I am used to living right in the town centre so I can walk down the road and 
there will be like a Sainsburys and you can walk to the shop.” (focus group 1, school 
12) 
 
In addition to the surrounding environment and feel of FSC Slapton Ley, the 
environmentally friendly nature of the centre was commented on by participants, with 
participants expressing how it made them feel happy staying in a place that showed concern 
about the natural environment:  
 
“It made me feel happy to know Slapton was trying to protect the natural environment, 
whereas back at home (London) there aren’t enough rules and regulations to protect 
the environment from litter. In Slapton, there is hardly any litter which made me happy 
as I was in a cleaner environment” (journal, participant 5.25) 
 
A similar significance was placed on the accommodation at the centre, with several 
different factors impacting upon the participants’ feelings about the accommodation. The 
accommodation, in particular, the bedrooms played an important role in the participants’ 
wellbeing. The participants frequently stated how the cleanliness and facilities impacted how 
they felt. One participant described how the room was dirty and this led to feelings of being 




“I felt very dirty, quite scared about the room which has lasted the whole time” (journal, 
participant 11.11) 
 
Another participant stated that the rooms made them upset due to how small they were: 
 
“I was apprehensive at looking at the room due to the poor reviews online. When I 
saw the room, I was very upset due to how cramped the room was and the fact we 
couldn’t open the window” (focus group 2, school 1) 
 
Equally, for some participants, the temperature of the room was upsetting particularly 
after a long day outside: 
 
“R6 – the rooms are freezing R7 – ah they are so cold R6 – we walk in there and 
everyone just complains I – how did that make you feel? R6 – awful, it just made me 
feel grumpy. Yesterday, after like we all got really stressed during NEA preparation 
and then we went back to these freezing rooms and it was just ergh” (focus group 2, 
school 18) 
 
This section has highlighted the important role that places and spaces play in 
impacting the participants’ wellbeing. The natural environment and experiences of nature 
play an important part in the development of the participants’ wellbeing; however, it is 
apparent within this data that multiple different experiences are held by the participants, 
demonstrating the complex and personal ways that individual feelings of wellbeing are 
reached. As the data demonstrates, not all experiences in the natural environments are 
positive and often contradictory and conflicting feelings of wellbeing become apparent, 
particularly when there is a cross-over between what is normally understood as a relaxing 
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environment by the participants and the stressful experience of working in these 
environments.  
 
5.3. Experiences of people 
The data indicated that the participants’ interactions and relationships with people 
throughout their stay at FSC Slapton Ley also played an important role in their wellbeing. 
The analysis revealed that for many of the participants the relational aspects of 
environmental education can be seen to promote their feelings of overall wellbeing, 
contributing towards enhanced social wellbeing as a result of increased interactions with 
classmates and bonding over shared experiences. The data also demonstrated the impact 
the tutors at FSC Slapton Ley had on the participants’ wellbeing as the tutors were viewed 
by the participants as playing an important part in shaping the overall environmental 
education experience.  
Subsequently, two sub-themes will be discussed within this theme; the impact of 
friends and the impact of tutors. This theme can be seen to be linked back to the participants’ 
experiences of place. For many of the participants social experiences were linked to certain 
places and the opportunities these places offered for increased social interaction and 
bonding further enhancing the relational aspects that can be linked to wellbeing in 
environmental education relating to both people and place.  
 
5.3.1. Friends  
The residential aspect of environmental education trips provides learners with an 
opportunity to spend time with their friends in ways that they wouldn’t normally be able to - 
sharing rooms, spending all day and night together, and bonding over the shared experience 
of the trip. The findings from this research indicate that residential environmental education 
can be seen to promote the overall wellbeing of many of the participants, as well as improve 
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feelings of social wellbeing that arise from increased social interactions and bonding with 
friends. The participants in this study focused on residential environmental education as an 
opportunity for socialising and strengthening friendships and regularly expressed the impact 
this had upon their overall enjoyment of the trip and feelings of happiness.  
Increased social bonds were most commonly expressed as playing a role in 
influencing the participants’ wellbeing. The residential aspect of the trip allowed the 
participants to spend time together in a way that many of them aren’t used to and the 
participants regularly highlighted the impact this has had on feelings of connectedness to 
their friends, explaining that sharing a room with friends helped them feel closer to each 
other and that close bonds can help make a day seem better than it is, highlighting the 
powerful impact of relationships with friends for wellbeing: 
 
“R1 – it has been nice because the people you are in a room with, you get close with 
them so each morning like at least that is something for me to look forward to and I 
can get up and have a nice time with the people I am in a room with even if the rest 
of the day ruins it for me at least I have had a nice time in the morning with my friends” 
(focus group 1, school 21) 
 
Adding to this, when speaking about the residential aspect of environmental 
education several participants described how this provided opportunities for them to connect 
to people they wouldn’t normally speak to. The opportunity for developing new relationships 
was considered by participants to foster feelings of improved self-confidence as they 
became more comfortable being around people and established new relationships:   
 
“R7 – I think there are a lot of people who I haven’t previously talked too much, but I 
think I probably feel more confident about talking to them now. Because we have all 
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been staying on the same site and have been together, it made me more confident 
talking to other people that I previously didn’t know very well” (focus group 2 school 
15) 
 
The discussions revealed the important part that free time with friends, away from the 
pressures of work plays in the development of friendships, with the freedom of these 
experiences allowing the participants to connect to classmates that they wouldn’t usually 
spend time with: 
 
“R4 – I think it was quite nice to be with everyone and bond and like there was some 
free time that we could go and play ping pong or like football and that was nice R1 – 
because like outside of school like a lot of us aren’t particularly close like we have our 
friends so it was nice to get to know everyone” (focus group 2, school 14) 
 
Expanding upon this, for the majority of the participants, the fun and enjoyable 
experiences happened with friends during free time. Much like the experiences of the natural 
environment the participants felt they enjoyed themselves more when they had the freedom 
to be with their friends doing things they enjoyed and in turn, this had a positive impact on 
how they felt. Many of the participants referred to activities such as playing football, chilling 
in the room with their friends, or watching the sunset with friends as making them feel happy: 
 
“I remember feeling happy playing football and table tennis with others in the evening 
for about an hour” (journal, participant 12.7) 
 
“R4 – yeh because the evenings were great, we were all like outside playing football 
and stuff and being with each other and that was like really cute, but during the days 
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obviously it was like more work and irrelevant stuff some of it, but like I said the 
evening was really nice and enjoyable so” (focus group 2, school 12) 
 
It became apparent throughout the research that for many of the participants the 
development of these friendships within the environmental education experience and the 
opportunities provided for bonding with people became supportive of the participants’ 
wellbeing by also acting as a buffer that mitigated the effects of negative aspects of the trip. 
Being with friends was regularly cited by the participants as being able to offset common 
feelings of being tired and unhappy on the trip. For example, a participant stated how the 
long day had made them feel unhappy, but being with friends in their room helped them 
overcome these feelings: 
 
“I felt very tired and quite unhappy as it has been a long day but once I was in a room 
with my friends I had so much fun and was really happy” (journal, participant 6.10) 
 
Another participant mentioned how school trips are part of life and not always the 
nicest of places to be but how being with friends can help make the experience better: 
 
“R3 – these trips are part of life yeh, but if you are with your friends it’s a good laugh 
even though it’s not the nicest place to be” (focus group 2, school 4) 
 
Further highlighting the positive role of enhanced social bonds within environmental 
education on participants’ wellbeing, some participants explicitly stated that shared 





“R4 – I think it was a positive experience because I feel like we have come together 
as a class and like got to know people better and I feel like even in the negative 
moments it bought us together, because like we are all complaining about the same 
thing R1 – yeh the one thing we all have in common” (focus group 2, school 12) 
 
In contrast to this, it is important to note that a small number of participants expressed 
negative experiences of wellbeing in relation to the social aspects of residential 
environmental education. Whilst the majority of participants considered being surrounded 
by friends as an opportunity for enhancing relationships with friends and other classmates, 
for some participants the constant pressure of being around people all the time was 
considered to lead to negative emotions and feelings. Several participants had concerns 
about spending too much time with their friends in a tense environment and this 
subsequently affecting their friendship. Some participants openly discussed in the focus 
groups how they felt like they were on the edge of getting wound up by their friends: 
 
“R1 – I’m not going to lie, no offence guys but I just got bored of you. I am bored of 
seeing everyone’s faces. Like I spent like way too much time with everyone in this 
room, to the fact that like everyone is just starting to irritate me. It’s the tiniest of things 
that are ready to knock me off the edge. Like him breathing in my face, I feel like I 
need to attack him” (focus group 1, school 19) 
 
This was discussed further within that same focus group, with the participants 
recognising that the experience and FSC Slapton Ley was making them snap at each other 




“R5 – yeh but I love my friends, but I have started to hate my friends, because in 
college you get a good amount of them, but if you stay with people 24 hours a day 
for 5 days then you are going to get annoyed because you don’t want to be here 
anyway and it’s like the little things, like we were all saying yesterday we are snapping 
with each other because we aren’t enjoying ourselves and we are taking it out on 
each other but like I don’t want to ruin a friendship because I am angry about being 
here” (focus group 2, school 19) 
 
Further highlighting the potential negative role that the experiences of people and the 
presence of others can play on feelings of wellbeing during residential environmental 
education were some participants’ concerns about coming away on a trip with people that 
they don’t know very well. For many of the participants, being with good friends contributed 
positively to the development of wellbeing, however, for several of the participants coming 
on the trip with less developed friendships led to feelings of anxiety and dread: 
 
“This morning I felt dread about coming on this trip, I didn’t want to come on a 
residential with people that I don’t know and feel like I won’t enjoy it, this made me 




“I felt homesick when I arrived because I was with people I didn’t know that well. I 
was also a bit anxious to make friends with my roommates” (journal, participant 14.1) 
 
Adding to this, for some participants seeing how other people were feeling also 
impacted how they felt, in both a positive and negative way. For participants that were 
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struggling with the social aspect of the trip, they often mentioned that seeing other people 
enjoying themselves made it harder for them, particularly when not being able to spend time 
by themselves, for example: 
 
“I’m not very open about my emotions so it upset me realising how everyone else 
was coping but all I wanted to do was be alone” (journal, participant 11.6) 
 
These statements highlight the importance of relationships with friends during 
residential trips for improving and sustaining wellbeing, showing that being able to share 
experiences and bond with friends is a supportive factor for the participants within this study. 
  
5.3.2. Tutors  
The role that the tutors played in influencing how the participants felt and their 
wellbeing was also emphasised within this research. Within the participants’ discussions, it 
became apparent that the tutors played a key role in shaping their experiences, for some 
groups this was related to how the tutor made them feel, and in other groups whether or not 
the participants felt the tutor was suitably facilitating their learning. The importance of 
learning for the participants’ feelings of wellbeing will be highlighted further in this chapter.  
The importance of the tutors in creating a positive environment was demonstrated by 
the participants. It was regularly discussed within the focus groups that the tutor’s mood and 
attitude would influence how the participants were feeling, and the importance of having a 
good connection with the tutor; this was discussed in both positive and negative experiences 
with the tutors. These findings highlight the crucial impact that the FSC tutors have upon the 
participants’ wellbeing, with the tutors’ perceived interest and motivation to teach and 
engage with the participants showing a direct relation to the participants’ experiences of 
wellbeing throughout their stay. 
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For example, the participants highlighted that having a tutor that was engaging and 
excited about their learning made them feel good and as a result would lead to good 
memories of the trip: 
 
“R3 – in the moment I was so unhappy, but looking back at it I will be looking at a 
picture of that road and I will be like oh yeh because our tutor was telling us all about 
that in a fun way and like R1 – at the time we were all like depressed but right now 
two hours later we are like the liveliest R5 – because when we talk about memories 
of the trip we will talk about our tutor” (focus group 2, school 12) 
 
Throughout many of the participants’ discussions, it was seen that there was a link 
between the tutors’ emotions and the participants’ emotions. The tutors that were seen to 
be enjoying the role of teaching the participants and that were supportive in engaging them 
with their work, played a key part in supporting feelings of wellbeing. The positive role the 
tutor can play in developing wellbeing is exampled within a focus group discussion below: 
 
“R3 – I think our tutor bought a massive buzz to the group really All – laughing R3 – 
like for me if I was exhausted or down, I would always look at our tutor, not in a weird 
way and they would cheer me up” (focus group 2, school 4) 
 
Expanding upon this, the participants highlighted the characteristics of tutors that 
support their wellbeing. The participants’ positive experiences of wellbeing were linked to 
tutors that engage them and that they feel they can develop a connection with. As a result, 
the participants identified that experiences with tutors where they felt there was a lack of 
connection negatively impacted their wellbeing, further highlighting the important role of 




“Our tutor was rude to us which affected my wellbeing” (journal, participant 12.10) 
 
Similarly, another participant stated the lack of connection with the tutor decreased feelings 
of being excited about coming on the trip:  
 
“I felt really excited coming to Slapton, this feeling lasted until our first experience in 
a classroom when I felt like our tutor had no connection with us” (journal, participant 
14.2) 
 
Expanding further upon this, some participants voiced the role that the tutors played 
in making them feel safe. For many of the participants feeling safe in environments was 
discussed as an important factor for their wellbeing and as stated earlier in this chapter, 
being in an unfamiliar environment led some participants to feel anxious. The data 
demonstrated that the tutors played a role in helping the participants overcome these 
feelings and supporting them in feeling settled in an unknown environment, emphasising the 
importance of positive tutor-student relationships for supporting the participants’ wellbeing, 
as highlighted by a participant within a focus group: 
 
“R2 – I think looking at the wellbeing mind map, looking at feeling safe, I think that’s 
one of the things the tutors do really well, because obviously they did the risk 
assessment with us and they took all our numbers down and they made sure that if 
we got lost that they could call us and even just things like the teachers checking that 
we were all in the rooms at night, like I feel safe I – is that important for you? R2 – 
yeh I feel like if they were to say just go off and do your own thing, I would feel like 




These feelings were also further expressed within another focus group: 
 
“R1 – I found it quite enjoyable because all the tutors were really nice, they were good 
at welcoming us when we arrived and it made me feel safe and secure whilst I was 
staying here” (focus group 2, school 15) 
 
In comparison to the feelings that the tutors helped some participants feel safe by 
having things in place to look out for them, several participants felt that this level of control 
led to negative feelings related to loss of autonomy and freedom. Some participants 
discussed this within focus groups and there were feelings that they were not being treated 
appropriately for their age:  
 
“R5 – they [tutors] would not let us cross the road, they would not let us touch the sea 
and they treated us like five-year-olds R2 – yeh I think I know my limits touching the 
sea without getting swept out. It was like being treated like I wasn’t capable of just 
dipping a finger in really shallow water without being swept out to sea. I get the waves 
are strong and like it could be dangerous, but I’m not going to be stupid enough to go 
so deep that I can’t get back in” (focus group 2, school 17) 
 
The tutors were also discussed as playing a key role in influencing how the 
participants could interact with their environment. As highlighted in the previous section, 
being able to interact and experience the environment in a way that the participants wanted 
to is important for their wellbeing. Correspondingly, the role that the tutors play in keeping 
them safe was often cited by the participants as making them feel annoyed as they weren’t 




“R3 – so we wanted to stand near the sea and the tutors were like you might drown 
do not go near the water! I was annoyed because like, I like the sea and I kind of like 
just standing in the water, like that’s why I would want to bring wellies so I can stand 
in the water” (focus group 2, school 2) 
 
“R3 – oh you weren’t allowed to touch the trees I – you weren’t allowed? R3 – no and 
I was like on one and our tutor told me to get off because we were like on a nature 
reserve, but I wasn’t even hurting it, you can’t hurt trees, it was annoying” (focus 
group 2, school 12) 
 
The data revealed the important role of the relational experience within environmental 
education for the development of wellbeing for the participants. Experiences of bonding with 
friends and being around new people were seen to both positively and negatively impact 
upon individual’s wellbeing. It is clear within this research that different people’s experiences 
of people within environments can impact wellbeing in a variety of ways. The tutors play a 
big role in developing wellbeing and feelings of safety amongst the participants and there is 
a large emphasis placed on the tutors’ teaching style and the way they interact with the 
participants in playing a part in developing feelings of wellbeing. It is important to recognise 
that what might be a positive experience for some individuals may be a negative experience 
for others and vice versa, thus highlighting the importance of capturing a broad range of 
participants’ perspectives when seeking to understand the mediators of wellbeing in certain 
scenarios and situations. In a similar way to the participants’ discussions of experiences in 
the environment and place, a common occurrence throughout the discussions within this 
theme is the need for the participants to feel like they have the freedom to spend time with 
friends in a way that suits their needs. Most of the discussions about spending time with 
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friends and the subsequent feelings of wellbeing that arose from this were exampled when 
the participants had free time to socialise and bond away from the formal learning setting, 
when they had the freedom to create relationships away from the more controlled academic 
learning environment.  
 
5.4. Learning experience  
The final theme to emerge from the discussions as playing a role in influencing the 
participants’ wellbeing was the learning experience. The participants described the main 
value of the trip as being for education purposes and understood the importance of being at 
the FSC Slapton Ley to collect data for their exams and coursework. For example, during 
the first focus group, when the participants were asked what they were looking to get out of 
the trip the majority of the participants referred to educational outcomes, such as: 
 
“R1 – we are here for education R2 – to help us pass our exams R3 – yup purely 
education” (focus group 1, school 18) 
 
“R2 – I just want to get a good NEA to be honest, I have come all this way to do it so 
it would be pointless wasting with anything else, so get as much data and evidence 
in terms of what I need” (focus group 1, school 21) 
 
“R5 – I just want to learn something, like get some knowledge about the things I am 
doing and have a good time as well” (focus group 1, school 16).   
 
These quotes exemplify the value the participants place on the learning experience 
meeting their needs and expectations to help them prepare for their course work and exams. 
The later focus group discussions then revealed that this value played a role in influencing 
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their wellbeing and was related to whether or not the learning experience at FSC Slapton 
Ley met their learning needs and expectations.   
The learning experience played a role in the development of the participants’ 
wellbeing for several reasons; firstly, the structure of the trip, secondly, relevance of the work 
and meeting learning needs, and thirdly, with links to experience of place, the impacts of 
outdoor learning.   
 
5.4.1. Structure of the trip 
The structure of the trip and the working hours had a big influence on the participants’ 
wellbeing. Students discussed the length of the day and the sessions in relation to their 
wellbeing and how this linked to their ability to focus on the work and feelings of being 
overtired or overwhelmed. As highlighted in the previous sections, the participants valued 
free time in the environment and being able to socialise with friends, giving them 
opportunities to support their wellbeing and for many, the long hours and working days had 
a negative influence on their feelings of wellbeing. The long days had a key impact upon the 
participants’ wellbeing, with many of the participants linking the long days to negative 
feelings, predominantly making them feel tired and upset, for example: 
 
“Very long day, very tired, miserable – negative feelings and drained out” (journal, 
participant 18.1)  
 
Several participants stated how being tired from the long working hours impacted their ability 
to focus and their levels of motivation, consequently influencing their ability to work, with 




“R5 – it was tiring and then when we got back we didn’t have that long a break until 
we were back in the classroom doing work again R7 – yeh and my focus had gone 
and we were physically tired R4 – yeh that was the worst thing we would do long days 
and then we had to try and concentrate in the evening” (focus group 2, school 12) 
 
In addition to this, the structure of the lessons and the long hours impacted upon the 
participants’ views of the rest of the stay: 
 
“Really long lessons so I felt disappointed and wasn’t really looking forward to the 
rest of the week” (journal, participant 7.14) 
 
The key element of the structure of the trip that the participants attributed towards 
negative feelings was the work in the evenings. The participants highlighted how normal 
school would have finished before the evening, so it was hard work being asked to work 
past normal school hours. This was demonstrated by many participants stating how tired 
they were and how this impacted them. Many of the participants used language that 
suggested their annoyance at this and how it subsequently negatively impacted upon their 
feelings and emotions: 
 
“I was too tired to just do anything. I really don’t want to work any further, it was 
already past the school day and I just wanted food, I also just wanted to go home” 
(journal, participant 19.6) 





“R1 – I felt kind of unhappy, like just knowing you couldn’t go back and just relax after 
you have done loads of hard work. You had to go straight back into work again, again 
and again. It would have been nice to have more of a rest” (focus group 2, school 1) 
 
As highlighted earlier in this chapter, the participants spoke about the importance of 
social connection and experiencing the environment for their wellbeing and how these 
factors led to them feel happy, refreshed and relaxed and overcoming the negative aspects 
of the trip, but also as highlighted within this chapter the value of the educational experience. 
Correspondingly, the participants described that when there was a good balance of free time 
and structure it led to positive experiences, enhancing their engagement with learning as 
well as feelings of autonomy and bonding with friends. A discussion in one focus group 
highlighted how the participants felt during more structured days and days where there was 
more independence:  
 
“R6 – yeh I don’t like being in quite a controlled environment, so like at school it’s fine 
because you aren’t there all day, you go home and stuff, but here I don’t like being 
somewhere you have to get up at certain times and like go down to breakfast and 
then have to be put in a classroom all day and then get taken out somewhere and 
then have to stay there all day. I just don’t like that kind of environment at all I – how 
did that make you feel then? R6 – I just don’t think any 17 or 18-year-old would like 
being in a controlled environment where they aren’t able to do their own thing R8 – 
until today, I felt like that most other days but today was good because it was more 
independent. So, like, we spent the whole day on Slapton Sands in a group of 3 of 
us and the tutor was there but wasn’t with us the whole time, so that was good, we 




Similarly, another participant highlighted how being in an environment working on the same 
thing so much leads to a lack of enjoyment of the day: 
 
“R6 – yes we are forced to do Biology 11 hours of the day, how am I meant to enjoy 
something when I am being forced to do it 24/7. Like, I am not going to lie even if it is 
something you love, if you are forced to do it, like I like playing with my cats but if I do 
that every day then I would hate it regardless, so I don’t even think they want me to 
like Biology” (focus group 2, school 19) 
 
Whilst the participants consistently spoke about the need for less structured free time 
in the natural environment and to socialise with friends, some participants felt some 
confusion concerning feelings of needing to work and the need for free time, often resulting 
in stress. During a focus group one participant described how the downtime and long hours 
caused stress for them the next day because they hadn’t finished their work and questioned 
whether downtime was worth the stress: 
 
“R2 – but then again I hadn’t done my survey or packing for the next day and we 
came back so late and it just created a lot of stress, like this morning to try and finish 
that questionnaire that I had to do and everything and I mean I guess it’s like a good 
thing to have downtime but then you follow it with immediate stress that comes the 
next day, then it’s a bit was it worth it? To get that stressed the next day because I 
was literally in such a big rush to finish that questionnaire just sitting there in lesson 
time” (focus group 2, school 5).  
 
In contrast to this, when speaking about how the trip was very structured and focused on 
work, some participants described that this had a positive impact on how they felt. One 
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participant described how the structure of the trip made it feel organised and subsequently 
made them feel more at ease:  
 
“The structure of the day helped me to make things organised and make me more at 
ease” (journal, participant 14.1) 
 
Other participants also described the importance of having a learning style that was 
less structured, giving them independence and freedom. The participants described how 
having less strict timings for the day helped them feel less rushed as evidenced when the 
participants were discussing how carrying out the data collection for their independent 
investigations made them feel: 
 
“R1 – erm yesterday when we were doing a lot of walking along the coast, because 
there was more than in Plymouth, erm when we were with the tutors it felt very rushed 
and we had to be here and we had to keep up and stuff, but today when we did our 
data collection, we had all day from like 9.30 am to at least 5.00 pm to collect our 
data, so it didn’t feel as rushed. So today felt much better than yesterday even though 
we were collecting actual data for our NEA, whereas yesterday we were just like 
preparing so I don’t know why but I think it’s the fact we weren’t being rushed on just 
even small things like just having to be at a particular location in 5 minutes. Having 
the time today to just take out time to walk somewhere or do whatever, it was less 
stressful” (focus group 2, school 21) 
 
This is an important insight as the feeling of being rushed as a result of the structure 
of the day was regularly cited by the participants as influencing their wellbeing. For many of 
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the participants the feeling of being rushed caused stress relating to whether or not they 
were able to learn effectively. 
 
“R4 – I think that in my mind we had to have everything ready by the time we came 
here, we had decided on what title we were doing, we had decided whether we were 
doing human or physical and that’s what was implied to me, so the fact that we now, 
at the start of the week, Monday to Wednesday we had to go through rural, coastal 
and city in a rush when I had already decided on sort of what way, I had already 
decided I was doing human geography and the topic I wanted to focus on. It just 
stressed me out even more thinking well why couldn’t I have prepared this earlier in 
the week and it was all so quick with like showing us the sampling methods I just 
thought, I don’t even know what to do, because there are so many and I can’t even 
remember them because we didn’t even get to see them” (focus group 2, school 21) 
 
For other participants being rushed meant they felt like there weren’t enough breaks 
to help them have a breather from their work meaning they felt often felt tired; for example: 
 
“R1 – I feel like it was when we were at the beaches and when we were at Totnes, I 
feel like  we could have done with a little bit longer just to kind of have  break and just 
relax, because we had been on our feet all day and we hadn’t really had the chance 
to get anything to eat or just explore and we kind of had about half an hour just to be 
able to eat and then look in like one or two shops and then we were back to doing 
our work, so it was a little bit annoying because we were all so knackered and we just 
wanted to be able to relax and just have a breather really” (focus group 2, school 21) 
5.4.2. The relevance of work and meeting participants’ needs  
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When asked about their experiences of environmental education for their wellbeing, 
students frequently spoke about how the relevance of the work they were doing played a 
role in influencing their wellbeing. The participants, as stated above, valued their learning 
needs being met and subsequently, it became clear that the work they were undertaking 
had an important impact on their wellbeing. Many of the participants within both the focus 
groups and from their journals gave examples of how they felt the relevance of the learning 
was impacting upon their feelings of wellbeing; this was discussed in terms of positive and 
negative impacts. 
One participant felt that they did not have the freedom to collect data that was relevant 
to their coursework, as a result this led to feelings of stress and frustration, as well as 
removing a sense of freedom. This sense of freedom that comes from the structure of the 
trip will be highlighted further within in this section: 
 
“R1 – I didn’t feel that sense of freedom that people are talking about, because while 
I appreciate the teachers and centre have such a massive emphasis on safety and I 
really agree with it, it was always  if you are in the town centre you have got to be 
with other people and you, like if you are going from one place to another you have 
to go with other people and for a lot of what I was doing it was more, there were a lot 
of places where I didn’t feel like I could get any information because I couldn’t be 
there alone and I couldn’t go to certain places I wanted to go to because no one else 
was going there and  that was really frustrating because I just knew I wasn’t getting 
what I needed and that just made me really stressed out” (focus group 2 school 21) 
 
For some participants the impact of the pressure to collect all the work influenced 




“R4 – so I think not many of us wanted to come, but because we are in year 11 I feel 
like there is a lot of pressure on us to do well that we are so worried about making 
the most of this, like we are so worried about getting all the work done because it is 
year 11” (focus group 1, school 17) 
 
Another stated the lack of time and resources to complete their coursework made 
them feel sad: 
 
“R1 – and it’s just a little bit sad really that I know I am not going to be able to do as 
well on my coursework because of like limitations on time and resources and stuff 
like that” (focus group 2, school 14) 
 
There was an overwhelming sense of stress from the participants during the planning 
of their independent investigation. For many of the participants this was the main source of 
worry and stress throughout the trip as this was that they had primarily come away for: 
 
“R1 – I think it [the trip] was largely positive apart from when we were trying to develop 
our questions All – yeh R6 – yeh we were all like close to tears I – why was it so 
stressful? R2 – I don’t know, it was like everything was bogged down R5 – it was 
quite tense, wasn’t it? R5 – there was a lot to do and it was quite time-pressured to 
an extent R4 – yeh because we had to have it all done or decide our questions and 
make all our like things we needed to collect the data and design it all in one evening 





Another participant in a focus group further highlighted the importance of the 
independent investigation and the resulting stress from it: 
 
“R3 – it’s 20% of our A-Level, so it’s important and yesterday was stressful probably 
from planning it all, coming up with one question to define 20% of our A Level” (focus 
group 2, school 14) 
 
Whilst the participants felt stressed by the pressure of their independent 
investigations in the planning stages when collecting the data for their investigations, the 
independence they had and freedom to choose their methods became a positive experience 
and the participants spoke about feelings of having fun with friends and having some 
freedom in their work: 
 
“R3 - The third day was good wasn’t it when we were all collecting our data, well I 
can’t speak for everyone else but it was for our group. For the physical [geography] 
group yeh when we were out, I would say that was the best day really because we 
were all laughing and joking R5 – and we were in really pretty places I – so what 
made the day so good? R3 – I think it was the independence where you had, we were 
all together like we all get on in this group R5 – and we got away R3 – from the adults” 
(focus group 2, school 8) 
 
Further to this, for some participants the overall learning experience was positive as 
they felt they were learning in relevant environments that were suitable for their coursework. 




“It was exciting to see that our fieldwork matched our hypothesis about sizes of 
sediment” (journal, participant 5.26) 
 
“I felt tired when we arrived at Slapton, but we went to Totnes and I felt inspired by 
the projects” (journal, participant 2.1) 
 
“You feel a sense of accomplishment that you have gone out and done it all yourself 
and you have been independent” (focus group 2, school 8) 
 
This data demonstrates the value of relevant learning experiences for the participants 
and could be linked to the educational value that the participants place on the trip. For many 
of the participants, the environmental education programme is a key part of helping them 
pass their exams.  As a result, for experiences to support wellbeing, the learning 
environment and activities need to in line with the values of the learners.   
 
5.4.3. Learning outside  
The final theme to emerge from the participants’ discussions of their experiences of 
residential environmental education was that of the impact of learning outside. In describing 
their experiences of learning outside during the trip, the majority of the participants 
recognised that learning outside played a role in developing positive feelings of wellbeing. 
Learning outside was cited by the participants as contributing towards feelings of enjoyment 
and happiness:  
 
“Sketching beach profiles = more appreciation for the coast and a happy feeling” 




To add further context to this, many of the participants described the fact that working 
outside was more enjoyable because you can have fun and have a laugh at the same time. 
For example: 
 
“R1 – definitely it was much better learning here because it doesn’t almost feel like 
you are doing work because you are outside and you have kind of having fun, having 
a laugh as well and you know the work is not too difficult and it’s a lot easier to 
remember it and understand when you are actually doing it rather than just reading 
it, it gets in your head more and it just feels better, so it’s more enjoyable” (focus 
group 2, school 1) 
 
During one focus group, a participant stated that doing work outside such as counting 
flowers is a form of meditation: 
 
“R2 – I do agree that the work is too long, but like the work isn’t hard and like counting 
plants is like a form of meditation because your brain is so switched off” (focus group 
2, school 19) 
 
This sentiment was reflected by other participants, with one participant stating in their 
journal that working outside felt less boring and more like time to relax: 
 
“The work was hard but I enjoyed it. I think working outside helped because the work  






Another participant wrote: 
 
“Overall, being surrounded by a natural environment whilst doing these activities 
(work) made me feel calm, and it was a nice view to be surrounded by” (journal, 
participant 4.7) 
 
These quotes demonstrate how participants felt that working outside was a relaxing 
and enjoyable experience but highlight some contradictions. As stated earlier within this 
chapter, many of the participants found it hard to experience the benefits of being outside 
whilst working. However, some participants were able to combine both the positive 
experiences of being outside and the learning experiences to lead to positive experiences 
for their wellbeing, consequently highlighting the interplay between all the themes that have 
been raised within this chapter when considering how wellbeing is developed in residential 
environmental education.  
The participants also attributed many positive experiences of wellbeing to the real-
world learning that comes from learning outside. Learning outside, as stated by many of the 
participants, allowed them to see in real life what the tutors were talking about and seeing 
what they were learning about right in front of them. Many of the participants stated how 
much they liked working outside: 
 
“R1 – I really liked today R6 – it was like everything we were learning about we were 
seeing, it was like oh look there is a rock fall R4 – we were actually seeing stuff we 
were learning about in action and also I could understand how I am going to use this 




This led to many of the participants discussing how learning outside led to feelings of 
enjoyment that came from being able to engage with their work and creating good memories 
for their learning: 
 
“R3 – they told us some interesting stories on the walk that we really enjoyed erm 
about the cliff and the house and the sisters and they were engaging because you 
are outside and you are learning about something visually right in front of you. So, I 
will remember the stories because I can remember where I was” (focus group 2, 
school 17) 
 
One participant highlighted how even uncomfortable experiences when learning 
outside were useful for their learning and led to positive feelings of being interested and 
creating memories: 
 
“R1 – on the third day it was really like erm interesting going to Stonehouse and it 
was really interesting to see how different it is to anywhere I have ever seen. It was 
kind of almost scary because it was like a dangerous place at the end of the day I – 
and how did you feel? R1 – it was a positive experience because I will remember that 
experience and it well help me at some point” (focus group 2, school 1) 
 
On the other hand, learning outside was also considered frustrating for some 
participants and they related this to how the conditions when learning outside made it hard 
to focus on what they were being taught: 
 
“R2 – when you are sitting by the waves and all you can hear is just the waves instead 
of the actual tutor and then talking about the information that we have just learned 
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and I feel like I am clueless because I don’t know what they are talking about and you 
just miss information that is important and that’s annoying” (focus group 2, school 5) 
 
Another participant highlighted the conflict they felt trying to learn in the natural 
environment but also wanting to enjoy the natural environment, and stated that having 
separate time away from working was important to help them gain benefits from being 
outside: 
 
“P6 – I think it is better if it is separated [work and free time in the environment] 
because whilst our tutor was talking we were all doing something, like at least me 
and my friends were, like we weren’t exactly concentrating, but then when we were 
walking and he wasn’t talking, like if there was a large hill we could run down and feel 
so free and it was really enjoyable, but if we are trying to do that whilst our tutor was 
talking we would just miss out like information and we would get into trouble so yeh” 
(focus group 2, school  5) 
 
Similarly, when discussing working outside and carrying out fieldwork another 
participant noted how it is hard to collect the right sort of information when doing outside 
fieldwork, which can make them feel annoyed: 
 
“R5 – the light metres were constantly changing, apparently it was lighter in the shade 
than in the sun and that kind of annoyed me because I know that is going to affect 
my results, it means my evaluation will be better but it always seems as though 
whenever we do fieldwork, I think that is one of the reasons why I am not the biggest 
fan of fieldwork because the data never, it’s not sufficient which puts me off because 




The outside learning experience impacted the participants’ wellbeing, as highlighted 
by these quotes in different ways to simply spending time outside, as discussed previously 
in the chapter. Learning outside was directly related to the learning experience of the 
participants and, as highlighted, the learning experience and relevance of learning play an 
important role in influencing the participants’ feelings of wellbeing and is linked to the real-
world setting of the learning environment that allows them to create fun and enjoyable 
memories of their learning.  
 
5.5. Concluding summary 
This chapter has explored how and why participants’ wellbeing is influenced by 
residential environmental education experiences, by doing so addressing the second 
objective of this research. The focus groups and participant journals provided space for the 
participants to reflect upon their experiences at FSC Slapton Ley and the role environmental 
education plays in influencing their wellbeing. Several studies have sought to explore the 
wellbeing benefits of residential outdoor learning, focusing on experiencing nature and the 
benefits of being in natural environments, alongside the broader wellbeing benefits that arise 
from these experiences (Gustafsson et al., 2012; Largo-Wight et al., 2018; McAnally et al., 
2018). However, much of this research has been carried out from a researcher’s 
perspective, relying on quantitative measures of participants’ wellbeing. Correspondingly, 
there has been little insight into what mediates feelings of wellbeing within outdoor learning 
and in particular, outdoor learning experiences that are framed around meeting curriculum 
needs such as the residential environmental education programme at FSC Slapton Ley. The 
findings from this chapter highlight the value of a qualitative approach for exploring the role 
environmental education plays in developing participants’ wellbeing, as the participants 
were able to provide a rich description of their experiences. 
228 
 
This chapter provides an insight into the participants’ lived experiences of wellbeing 
during a residential environmental education programme at FSC Slapton Ley, illuminating 
pathways and barriers to wellbeing within the experience. In this section, the main themes 
of this chapter are re-addressed and discussed in relation to relevant literature. The 
participants discussed many aspects of environmental education that impacted upon their 
wellbeing, however, it emerged through the analysis that the most prominent themes centred 
on experiences of place, people, and learning.  
The participants’ experience of place within environmental education played the most 
significant role in the development of the participants’ wellbeing with a particular focus on 
the natural environment. For the majority of the participants being in the natural environment 
was a new experience as many of the schools visiting the centre came from urban settings. 
It was regularly expressed that being in nature provided an opportunity to escape the stress 
of the busy urban environments they live in and forget about the stress of school and home 
life, with many of the participants discussing the natural environment in relation to its 
restorative properties, such as helping them feel calm and relaxed. Of particular pertinence 
to the participants’ wellbeing was the experience of the coast. Recent research has 
suggested that the coastal environment has benefits for human wellbeing (Ashbullby et al., 
2013; Bell et al., 2015), and in line with this research, many of the participants valued the 
immersive experience of being by the coast, where they were able to listen to the waves, 
take in the views of the coastline and relax with friends. Consistent with existing literature 
on Attention Restoration Theory (ART) (Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989) that suggests environments 
are restorative and beneficial to wellbeing based upon four properties:  being away, 
fascination, compatibility and extent. The participants prioritised the moments where they 
were able to spend time away from work and were able to spend time in nature in a way that 
was conducive to improving their wellbeing from their perspective, reflecting the four key 
properties of ART.   
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It was also identified that the participants’ experiences of the centre and surrounding 
village influenced their wellbeing, with the rural and quiet location of the FSC centre playing 
many different roles in influencing their wellbeing. Some participants appreciated the rural, 
isolated location and valued the calming and relaxed atmosphere, however, for other 
participants, the thought of being away from an urban area, away from amenities and people 
caused anxiety, stress and feelings of isolation. Experiences of place in environmental 
education and its implications for wellbeing within this research can be seen to come from 
the participants’ relationship with space and their ability to develop a connection to the place 
through taking part in valued activities and their prior conceptions and meanings they attach 
to these environments. The theory of affordances (Gibson, 2013) offers a framework for 
considering how young people relate to their environment, by considering the individual’s 
perception of the environment and the affordances it offers based upon the individual’s 
intentions, previous experiences and the context. This brings into focus how experiences of 
place may be conducive to supporting wellbeing for some but not for others and highlights 
the need to understand the participants’ values, previous experiences and their expectations 
of certain places and the implications this holds for the development of wellbeing 
environmental education.  
The findings from this chapter also highlighted the important role that people play in 
the participants’ wellbeing, specifically the role of friends and tutors. As highlighted in 
chapter 4, a key dimension of wellbeing for the participants related to social factors, with the 
participants highlighting the important role that interpersonal relationships, in particular 
friendships, play in supporting their wellbeing and this was reflected within the participants’ 
experiences of residential environmental education. The relational aspects of residential 
environmental education were a key discussion point for the participants’ feelings of 
wellbeing. The participants highlighted that the residential aspect of environmental 
education provided new ways for spending time together and sharing experiences, leading 
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to higher feelings of connectedness. However, the positive impact of the residential aspect 
of the trip and feelings of increased social connectedness was not universal across all 
participants. For some participants, the prospect of spending time with people that they don’t 
know, or not having the freedom to get away from friends led to feelings of anxiety and stress 
as they felt concerned about developing friendships and the challenge of managing 
friendships when spending too much time together.  
These results support studies that have demonstrated that outdoor education 
programmes create a unique social environment for developing friendships (Loeffler, 2004; 
Lynch, 2000). However, whilst the findings in this research concur with previous research, 
as with experiences of place, the important social experiences with friends that supported 
the participants’ wellbeing most frequently occurred away from the formal learning setting. 
This is important to highlight as revealed within the theme on the learning experience and 
influence of the structure of the trip on the participants’ wellbeing, the participants discussed 
how there is often little time for unstructured social time as there is a heavy focus on the 
academic learning within curriculum-based environmental education, in order to achieve the 
desired academic outcomes of the trip.  
The importance of experiences of people within environmental education was also 
evidenced through the participants’ discussions relating to their tutors and the impact they 
had upon their wellbeing. The tutors were seen to influence participants’ wellbeing both 
positively and negatively and this rested upon the participants’ feelings of the tutors’ abilities 
to build positive relationships with them and the supportive role they were able to play for 
their learning. Learner-teacher relationships and the effect that they have on wellbeing has 
been well documented in research (Dessel et al., 2017; McCallum & Price, 2010; Murray-
Harvey & Slee, 2007) and alongside the participants’ discussions of the relational impact of 
environmental education on wellbeing within this research, is reflective of calls for 
educational experiences to provide opportunities for enhancing the learners’ wellbeing 
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through wellbeing informed pedagogies that take into account the relational dynamics of 
educational environments (Graham et al., 2016).  
This chapter also further revealed how the learning experience within environmental 
education affected the participants’ wellbeing. The participants revealed that they valued the 
environmental education experience for achieving their learning needs, consequently, the 
structure of the trip, learning relevance and outdoor learning was seen to impact the 
participants’ wellbeing. The structure of the trip was the most commonly expressed element 
of the learning experience that affected the participants’ wellbeing. Whilst the participants 
valued their learning, the long hours and evening work at FSC Slapton Ley was seen to 
negatively impact the participants’ wellbeing as participants became tired and unable to 
focus on their work. Similarly, the participants’ perceptions of the relevance of the learning 
and the role that learning outside plays in supporting learning also played a key part in 
influencing the participants’ wellbeing. Outdoor learning was seen by the participants as an 
opportunity for their learning to be contextualised through real-world learning experiences, 
making their learning more relevant and memorable. The importance of the structure of the 
trip and relevant learning experiences for enhancing wellbeing can be seen to link to 
elements of SDT (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2000) in that the participants place value on aspects 
of autonomy, competence and relatedness within their learning environment. As Sproule et 
al (2013) suggest, positive outcomes within educational settings may be enhanced when 
these concepts are integrated into practice and learning facilitators are encouraged to create 
autonomy-supportive environments (Reeve, 2004).  
This chapter has revealed several important factors that influence the participants’ 
wellbeing in residential environmental education. However, some contradictions arise in the 
participants’ discussions, as there are some tensions exposed between designing 
environmental education programmes that support the participants' need for autonomous 
relational experiences with their friends and the natural environment as well as meeting the 
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participants’ valued learning needs. In exploring the participants’ experiences of wellbeing, 
the participants’ discussions also raised several ways they felt that environmental education 
could be used to support and promote their wellbeing. Using the empirical data within this 
chapter and drawing from the participants’ conceptualisations of wellbeing in chapter 4, the 
following empirical chapter will explore how strategies within residential environmental 

























This is the final empirical chapter within this research and brings together the findings 
from the previous empirical chapters in order to address objective three of this study; to 
explore how residential environmental education can promote the wellbeing needs of young 
people. Whilst the previous chapter illustrated the participants’ experiences of wellbeing in 
environmental education and what influenced their wellbeing, this chapter seeks to explore 
the significance of those experiences and how they can be used to understand strategies 
that can be built into environmental education to promote the wellbeing of young people. 
This chapter will illustrate the ways in which environmental education can be designed with 
a focus on young people’s wellbeing. It will draw from the participants’ perspectives and 
experiences of wellbeing to consider ways in which environmental education programmes 
can be delivered to support the mission of enhancing young people’s wellbeing alongside 
their learning during curriculum-based environmental education programmes.  
As with the previous chapters, this chapter will draw from the thematic analysis of 
material collected from focus groups and individual participant diaries. This chapter will also 
draw from the material presented in the previous chapters (chapters 4 and 5) to support and 
explain the strategies put forward within this chapter for promoting young people’s wellbeing. 
Chapter 5 revealed the impact that places, people and the learning experience can have on 
participants’ wellbeing. From this research it can be observed that the majority of 
participants’ feelings of wellbeing can be linked to the embodied experience of being in and 
observing nature, spending time with friends, and valuable and relevant learning 
experiences. Whilst there is a large amount of literature discussing the impact that outdoor 
learning has on young people’s wellbeing, there is a lack of research focusing on young 
people’s perspectives, with a particular lack of focus on young people’s perspectives of 
strategies within environmental education for promoting their wellbeing needs. Thus, the 
purpose of this chapter is to contribute to and further the literature related to wellbeing 
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strategies in environmental education by illuminating the participants’ perspectives of how 
environmental education can support and develop feelings of wellbeing.  
Using the empirical data and drawing from data within chapters 4 and 5, this chapter 
will present three key themes in order to address the third research objective. Three themes 
have been identified as key emotional experiences contributing towards the participants 
feelings of wellbeing within environmental education. This chapter will begin by exploring 
how feelings of restoration within environmental education contributed to the participants’ 
wellbeing. Drawing from the empirical findings and data from chapter 5, this theme will 
describe the value the participants placed upon experiencing the natural environment in an 
unstructured manner away from work and their subsequent recognition of these moments 
for supporting their feelings of being relaxed, calm and stress-free. This will be explored in 
within this chapter as restoration. This chapter will then explore the participants’ feelings of 
wellbeing in relation to the development of social bonds within environmental education. As 
will be highlighted within this chapter and in line with data previously discussed within 
chapter 4, interpersonal relationships are considered an important element of wellbeing by 
the participants. As such, the need for free time to develop social relationships with friends 
and classmates in the setting of environmental education was considered by the participants 
as important for their wellbeing. Lastly, this chapter will explore the participants’ feelings of 
achievement and accomplishment within environmental education and address how 
relevant learning experiences and opportunities for challenge are needed to foster feelings 
of achievement within environmental education and promote wellbeing. Whilst this research 
has explored the experiences of participants from their perspective, it is important to 
consider that these themes have been developed through thematic analysis that seeks to 
combine the individual and group perspectives to reach key themes. As a result, the 
subjectivity of each experience for the individual should be considered and it subsequently 
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acknowledged that the strategies discussed within this research may not reflect the 
collective experience of all young people. 
 
6.2. Fostering feelings of restoration 
As previously highlighted within chapter 5, the participants regularly linked 
experiences within environmental education to feelings of restoration. For the purpose of 
this research, descriptions of increased or restored feelings of relaxation, feeling calm and 
reduced stress are considered feelings linked to restoration. It was made apparent within 
the participants’ discussions that feeling relaxed, calm and reducing stress was a 
fundamental contributor towards wellbeing within environmental education, with the 
participants frequently expressing experiences of the natural environment as playing a key 
role. This theme will seek to explore the components of environmental education that can 
be viewed as contributing towards participants’ feelings of restoration and how they can be 
utilised to promote the wellbeing of young people when designing environmental education.  
 
6.2.1. Unstructured time in the natural environment  
From the participants’ reflections of how experiences of nature impact their wellbeing, 
it became apparent that the participants valued unstructured free time in the natural 
environment for promoting feelings of restoration. The participants frequently described how 
spending unstructured time in the natural environment contributed towards feelings of 
restoration and the role that nature plays in supporting these feelings.  
A student within a focus group described how having increased time in the natural 
environment to see and experience nature is important when considering ways to help them 




“R4 – say if we did get given more free time, then when it came round to doing the 
school work, we might be more mentally refreshed from having the time to ourselves 
like outside and doing what we want like going exploring and then when it did actually 
come to the evening, we might have been more relaxed and sort of ready to sit up 
and do the work until 11.00 pm” (focus group 2, school 2)   
 
Further to this, being able to spend unstructured time in the natural environment was 
identified by a participant as having the potential to increase their feelings of enjoyment of 
the trip resulting from the feelings of being relaxed from being in a pretty place and not 
having to worry about anything: 
 
“R3 – I think it would have like, especially down by the coast I think it would have 
really improved my trip if I had more time just to you know walk around and enjoy the 
sea and the whole area and because it’s just very relaxing to just not have to worry 
about anything and just be able to be like oh this is a pretty place to be in. erm so I 
think it would have improved my trip a lot if we had been allowed to just go off on my 
own and not be supervised 24/7” (focus group 2, school 2) 
 
The sub-theme of ‘structure of the trip’ within chapter 5 highlighted that many of the 
participants feel tired and drained as a result of the long working days at FSC Slapton Ley. 
The provision of more unstructured time in the surrounding natural environment can be seen 
as a response to the participants’ feelings of being overtired and the desire for the need to 
explore the natural environment away from work to support feelings of being relaxed and 
help the participants to recover from the fatigue of working.  
These statements connect with the participants’ conceptualisations and descriptions 
of wellbeing, as highlighted within chapter 4. The participants’ descriptions and 
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understandings of what wellbeing means to them highlighted the importance they placed on 
psychological elements of their wellbeing, where feelings and emotions impacted upon their 
overall feelings of wellbeing. Within the theme of psychological elements, the participants 
stated that enjoying themselves and feelings of stress played a key part in influencing their 
wellbeing and in particular, being able to manage and reduce stress was viewed as 
important to the participants.  
The need to be able to spend unstructured time in the environment was regularly 
expressed by the participants as contributing towards their feelings of being relaxed. For 
many of the participants, the natural environment was considered a relaxing environment 
and played an important role in their feelings of wellbeing, even when not in the setting of 
FSC Slapton Ley. The value of unstructured time in the natural environment within 
environmental education can also be seen to connect to the participants’ descriptions of 
wellbeing within chapter 4, where the participants revealed that environments with lots of 
space and greenery are considered important to them and for helping them feel good. It was 
most commonly stated that spending time in natural areas is important to the participants as 
it can help them escape their thoughts and the pressure of their busy lives. As a result, being 
able to spend time in the natural environment in an unstructured manner, reflecting what the 
participants are used to was important for the participants’ feelings of being relaxed and 
calm and fostering feelings of restoration that leads to increased wellbeing.  Many 
participants stated that it would have been good to have more time for this during their stay. 
This was frequently illustrated within the focus groups and diaries, for example: 
 
“R2 – I would like it if we could do the stuff you usually do on the beach and not 
sorting through pebbles R5 – I would be happy just to relax there, it was perfect 
weather and it felt wasted doing all the work that we found dull, with the ocean right 
there and we aren’t allowed to go in it” (focus group 1, school 13) 
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“At the beach we had quite a lot of time, but not much to just sit and take in the sun 
and the sea and talk with each other and look at different rocks just for leisure. I wish 
we had a good half an hour for that” (journal, participant 5.19) 
 
Further to this, one participant explicitly stated how free time in the environment 
contributed towards feelings of being relaxed and enjoyable compared to the negative 
feelings that came from a lack of freedom, leading to a desire for environmental education 
to provide more opportunities to explore the natural environment:  
 
“Without considering the actual fieldwork, being in the environment was relaxing and 
made the day enjoyable. The good feelings definitely came from as a result of the 
environment. Any negative feelings definitely came from a result of a lack of freedom, 
it would have been nice if we had free time to explore the natural environment” 
(journal, participant 4.7) 
 
Another participant stated how free time away from work in nature helped make their 
day better after a stressful period of work:  
 
“On day 2 we did work on rivers, I think that this was a very hard day as there was 
lots of walking and it was extremely hot. I didn’t feel nervous at all but, it was very 
stressful. In the spare time we had my friends and I watched the clouds on the field 
and played some music which made the day a lot better as it was peaceful and calm” 
(journal, participant 15.4) 
 
The importance of unstructured time in the natural environment for the participants’ 
wellbeing can also be considered in relation to their expectations of the trip. Within the initial 
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focus group, the participants were asked what they were expecting from the trip and what 
they thought they might get out of it. For many, having the chance to relax in and experience 
the environment was a key part of the trip they were looking forward to and expecting from 
the experience: 
 
“R4 – coming on the trip will be a chance to escape from everyday life R1 – it will be 
a chance to like get away and relax in the environment” (focus group 1, school 18) 
 
“I thought we might be able to at least touch the sea R5 – I was also expecting to be 
able to relax for at least a second on the beach” (focus group 1, school 17) 
 
The participants’ expectation and desire for unstructured time in the natural 
environment is an important consideration for the design of environmental education 
programmes to support the wellbeing of young people, in particular curriculum-based 
environmental education where there is often pressure on young people to achieve the 
educational objectives of the trip. The participants’ statements and discussions highlight that 
experiences of the ‘environment’ within environmental education may have given way to the 
‘education’ aspect of environmental education within curriculum-based experiences, leaving 
little time for the participants to connect to and utilise nature for their wellbeing.  
 
These reflections on how environmental education influences wellbeing highlights the 
role that the natural environment plays in promoting and supporting students’ wellbeing by 
providing opportunities for feelings of restoration. The data underline the need for 
environmental education to provide opportunities for young people to engage with the 
natural environment in a way that is deemed important to them, by allowing them 
unstructured time to be away from the pressures of work, to be in nature and engage with 
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the natural surroundings in a way that is comfortable to the participants to foster feelings of 
restoration.  
 
6.3. Increasing social bonds  
Chapter 5 highlighted the range of impacts that being around friends and classmates 
had on the participants’ wellbeing within environmental education. The most commonly 
stated impact was focused on how certain experiences increased feelings of connectedness 
to friends and helping them make new friends, in turn enhancing their social bonds. As 
explored in chapter 4, interpersonal relationships were considered by the participants in this 
research as having a major impact upon their wellbeing, with the impact of friends, and 
quality of friendships playing a particularly important role. It also became apparent within the 
data that the participants valued being able to spend time with their friends where they can 
freely socialise, relax and take part in activities together. For many of the participants 
spending time with friends and bonding with friends contributed towards feelings of 
happiness and was commonly stated as the most enjoyable aspect of the trip, for example: 
 
“R4 – it has been nice being all together for the week, like we have bonded quite a 
lot and had a good laugh” (focus group 2, school 9) 
 
R1 – we have bonded R2 – yeh we have got closer R3 – we always did get on in the 
group, but it was still very like R3 – in school it was like our table, their table whereas 
now when we are in geography we are all going to talk and we are all going to get 
along” (focus group 2, school 8) 
 
Environmental education, explored in the setting of FSC Slapton Ley, provided 
opportunities for the participants to enhance their social bonds through several different 
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ways, with the participants stating these as valuable experiences for enhancing their feelings 
of wellbeing. Whilst interactions in the natural environment can be linked to the participants’ 
feelings of restoration, the natural environment can also be seen to help improve their 
feelings of social bonds and connectedness to others. This section will focus on the 
importance of providing participants with the space to socialise with friends away from work 
to support their feelings of wellbeing that comes from feeling closer to others.  
 
6.3.1. Free time with friends 
In speaking about social bonds and feelings of connectedness with others within 
experiences of environmental education at FSC Slapton Ley, the participants regularly 
described experiences where they had free time to spend with their friends. For many of the 
participants’ free time with friends was a key aspect of the trip that contributed towards 
feelings of bonding and happiness. This highlights the need for environmental education to 
make time for activities that promote social cohesion between people and allow young 
people to develop important social skills to confidently interact with other people.  
The residential aspect of the trip created a social context that was new to many of 
the participants and provided an opportunity for them to spend time with each other in ways 
they wouldn’t normally be able to do within a traditional school setting or at home. As a 
result, many of the participants described key experiences that led to feelings of increased 
social bonds and wellbeing as those that happened in between the formal learning activities, 
such as moments in the bedrooms, socialising in the common rooms and activities such as 
football and star gazing. These moments are a key part of the experience of residential trips 
and the participants’ discussions highlight the importance of the inclusion of them within 
environmental education to promote their wellbeing.   
Many of the participants described how the experiences during breaks and free time 
in the evening contributed towards creating good memories and feelings of happiness, 
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highlighting that these were key moments for supporting the development of social bonds 
within environmental education. For example, participants frequently mentioned how 
feelings of happiness came from the experiences they had with friends during breaks and 
free time:  
 
“Being in Plymouth made me feel happy as we had lots of time and we all went for 
lunch together which was nice” (journal, participant 6.6) 
 
“R4 – I think it was quite nice to be with everyone and bond and like there was some 
free time that we could go and play ping pong or like football and that was nice R1 – 
because like outside of school like a lot of us aren’t particularly close, like we have 
our friends, so I suppose it was nice to like get to know everyone” (focus group 2, 
school 14) 
 
An important aspect of this was the participants having spaces where they could go 
to spend time with each other. For the participants within this research, having free time in 
the common room was regularly highlighted as an experience that enhanced their feelings 
of connectedness and bonding with friends and classmates: 
 
“R5 – it was just like every evening after we had a shower and would get a couple of 
hours to ourselves and we could go to like the common room, we would all go in there 
and just talk for a couple of hours R2 – yeh that is good memories R3 – it’s just like 
when we were out and about we were all just laughing and joking about with each 




“All – Love Island! R2 – because there was like what 30 of us R5 – and we were all 
just talking about it, it was quite funny R3 – and if like you have the same common 
interests as someone, and then there was like so many people in one room it was 
just like aww R5 – and we were all like cheering and stuff” (focus group 2, school 3) 
 
Further to this, these moments not only enhanced their feelings of connectedness 
with people that they already knew but also helped many of the participants make new 
friends; an important aspect of the trip for people who may not have known many people on 
the trip before arriving: 
 
“I really liked it at the end of the day when we were all in the TV room watching Love 
Island. This was because I was talking to people that I hadn’t talked to before at 
school as they weren’t in my classes. It felt very united as we were all having a good 
time. This lasted the whole time we were together and was a good feeling” (journal, 
participant 14.6) 
 
Having free time during the environmental education programme was also expressed 
by the participants as being important for their wellbeing as it gave them time to take part in 
activities such as football and rounders with their classmates and teachers. For many of the 
participants this provided them with the opportunity for the whole group to come together 
and form important connections with each other: 
 
“The best part of the day was after dinner when we all played football together as a 
class. It was nice to all be together and outside exercising. It gave us a sense of 




“One particular experience that made me feel happy was the orienteering as I was 
doing it with friends meaning that I had someone to share the experience with giving 
it a positive feeling” (journal, participant 15.1) 
 
For the majority of participants, the residential experience was an opportunity to get 
to know their classmates better in a different way from what they are used to. Further 
highlighting the importance of the residential aspect of environmental education, sharing 
bedrooms was identified and described by the participants as contributing further towards 
social bonding. Many of the participants also stated that it was these moments where they 
were bonding with their friends in the rooms that helped them overcome negative feelings 
that developed throughout their stay: 
 
“R2 – I think it’s like the, because you are sharing a room with other people, you kind 
of get to know them a bit more and just that aspect and then being like around the 
countryside is really nice because it’s just not what we do in like day to day life, so 
it’s really nice to get away” (focus group 2, school 10) 
 
“I felt very tired and quite unhappy as it had been a long day, but once I was in the 
bedroom with my friends I had so much fun with them and I was really happy” (journal, 
participant 6.10) 
 
These quotes highlight how creating space and time within residential environmental 
education, where young people can develop meaningful relationships, enhance their social 
skills and improve their social bonds can, in turn, improve their feelings of wellbeing. The 
data highlights how these experiences can not only enhance the participants’ feelings of 
wellbeing through increased social bonds but can also enhance their feelings of happiness 
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and help them feel satisfied and overcome negative feelings that may arise within residential 
environmental education trip. This provides an important insight into the development of 
young people’s wellbeing as it emphasises the need for young people to have freedom 
within environmental education to spend time bonding with friends in autonomous ways 
away from school-related contexts, thus allowing for new and different social experiences to 
occur. The data also further underlines the important role that relationships play in 
supporting young people’s wellbeing and highlights the need for environmental education to 
consider ways in which they can support young people’s wellbeing within residential settings 
through developing activities that can aid in the development of young people forming 
positive social relationships.   
 
6.4. Sense of achievement and accomplishment  
Whilst it was common for the participants to express the importance of free time and 
autonomous experiences within environmental education for promoting their wellbeing 
needs, the participants also expressed the importance of learning appropriate information 
to help them with their education, referred to within this research as their sense of 
achievement and accomplishment. The first focus group demonstrated that the participants 
placed an important value on the trip for helping them achieve their desired academic 
outcomes. As highlighted in chapter 5, when the participants were asked what they wanted 
to achieve from the trip they frequently stated the importance of collecting relevant data for 
their independent investigations, alongside gaining relevant academic fieldwork experience. 
This highlights the educational value the participants placed on their stay at FSC Slapton 
Ley. For example: 
 
“R3 – well at the end of the day there is no point having a laugh here and then getting 
only like 10% on the project because then it will just be for nothing, ultimately we all, 
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well most people in here want to go to university so we need to get the grades so we 
can’t put on our UCAS we had a great time at Slapton, it was a big fun sesh and then 
we got rubbish grades, that’s not really going to help anyone” (focus group 1, school 
18) 
 
“R2 – I just want to get a good NEA to be honest, I have come all this way to do it so 
it would be pointless wasting with anything else, so get as much data and evidence 
in terms of what I need” (focus group 1, school 21) 
 
It became clear within chapter 5, that the learning experience within environmental 
education played a key role in influencing the participants’ wellbeing; the participants 
frequently discussing the impact that feeling they were engaging in relevant work throughout 
their stay at FSC Slapton Ley as being key towards their feelings of wellbeing and this 
section will refer to this as the participants’ feelings of learning gain.  
The participants highlighted the impact that the learning experience within 
environmental education at FSC Slapton Ley contributed towards their feelings of learning 
gain and achievement. This theme will explore how environmental education can promote 
the participants’ wellbeing through providing learning experiences that meet the needs and 
motivations of the participants in order to promote their feelings of learning gain.  
 
6.4.1. Relevant learning experiences 
The participants’ discussions of how the learning experience influenced their 
wellbeing showed that the participants considered the pedagogical activities within 
environmental education as being an important context for their wellbeing, in particular the 
inclusion of learning experiences that were considered to meet their individual learning 
needs. The learning experiences that were considered by the participants as being 
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supportive of their wellbeing were the activities that were important for meeting the needs of 
their independent investigations that contribute towards a percentage of the coursework for 
either their GCSEs or their A-Levels.  
It was common for the participants to express how the learning experiences that didn’t 
feel relevant to them for their learning often led to feelings of confusion, stress and frustration 
as they struggled to meet their learning goals and needs of the trip. Highlighting the 
importance of relevant learning experiences for the participants: 
 
“R4 – it was just annoying that we had to like, like yesterday at the beach I was like I 
know what I am doing for human so there is no point me learning about coastal 
management here because I’m not going to be doing anything on it around this area 
I – so days on the beach when it wasn’t what you were interested in what were your 
feelings then? R4 – I was a bit bored like I didn’t really want to be there, I was finding 
it a bit pointless, I was a bit like I have to know what I’m doing for human geography 
so it was slightly annoying” (focus group 2, school 14) 
 
“We had a day in Plymouth today – I didn’t need this for my NEA so it felt like a waste 
of a day and this meant that I started to feel more stressed” (journal, participant 21.6) 
 
It became clear within the data that the independent investigation was an important 
aspect of the trip for the participants. Subsequently, it was important for the learning 
experiences provided by FSC Slapton Ley to be relevant and able to support the participants 
in enhancing and developing appropriate skills and knowledge needed for the participants 
to complete their data collection. As one participant highlighted, experiences within 





“P5 – in a way it is quite useful to see it and experience it but also at times we do 
have to be so exam-focused, like if it’s not exam helpful and I’m missing school for it, 
then it’s like what am I doing with my life” (focus group 2, school 6) 
 
Another participant further highlighted the importance of providing relevant learning 
experiences, with the participant expressing that it was hard to see the point of taking part 
in the trip if it wasn’t supporting their learning needs: 
 
“P4 – the thing is we don’t’ mind learning when it is interesting P5 – no we like 
learning, because we are here to do well, we are here to get like an A and if someone 
is not helping us to get that, it sounds so bad but like we are just going to switch off if 
this isn’t useful, I could like I could be in bed, I could be out, I could think of a million 
things that I would rather be doing than this. Like I am here to do well and you’re not 
helping me do that so like why” (focus group 2, school 6) 
 
Further demonstrating the importance of relevant learning within environmental 
education, the learning experiences that were described as being tailored to the participants’ 
needs, combined with a supportive tutor were frequently referred to in relation to positive 
feelings of wellbeing: 
 
“R1 – I mean like the place is really nice, like yesterday was good going around in 
groups and collecting the data you actually need, because it felt like you were doing 
something constructive and people were passing by, and it was nice chilled because 
like we were with our teacher and it was nice weather as well, it was a good day” 




“On Wednesday we did coastal prep work which I enjoyed because I knew I wanted 
to base my course work on this so I was excited to see what methods I could use” 
(journal, participant 21.5) 
 
It was within these discussions of the need for relevant learning experiences for the 
participants where it became apparent that these experiences contributed towards the 
participants’ feelings of wellbeing by leading to a sense of accomplishment and 
achievement, and subsequent feelings of learning gain. With the participants valuing the 
learning experiences that linked to their exams and coursework, these feelings of learning 
gain most frequently came from the activities within the environmental education learning 
experience that supported and contributed towards their independent investigations, when 
the learning experience was tailored to their needs and they were achieving the learning 
goals that were valuable to them. From these discussions, it also became clear that when 
the participants felt like they were achieving something from their learning experiences, their 
overall learning and wellbeing experience is enhanced as there is a stronger sense of 
enjoyment and positivity. For example: 
 
“There was one moment that made me feel good and that was at the end of the 
independent fieldwork. This was not only because it had been a long day and I was 
looking forward to a rest, but because I felt proud of myself for putting the effort in 
and achieving something” (journal, participant 15.1) 
 
“R4 – and some days were better than others I would say, like in Plymouth I felt so 
much better because like I was focusing on human R5 – yeh because you were doing 
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stuff you were actually going to do for your A Level, unlike during physical you weren’t 
just sat there like oh well” (focus group 2, school 14) 
 
These statements and discussions from the participants have identified how relevant 
learning experiences that allow the participants to achieve the learning goals and needs that 
are of value to them, can facilitate a sense of achievement and learning gain as the 
participants feel accomplished in their learning, arising from the experience of completing a 
valued piece of work. Several of the participants also expressed the need for the learning 
experience at FSC Slapton Ley to take in their individual learning needs related to the 
coursework and exams to ensure that they were not wasting time on learning experiences 
they feel are irrelevant to them:  
 
“R3 – well we spent so much time in the classrooms in the morning doing pointless 
stuff R1 – and we were also literally just talking about the place that we are going to, 
why couldn’t we just do that when we were there R6 – what should have happened I 
think, like a lot of people knew that they either wanted to do human or physical and, 
like if you know you want to do human then do the like Totnes day and then if you 
don’t want to do that just spend the day planning your thing and then vice versa” 
(focus group 2, school 18)   
 
In addition to this, it was common for the participants to express the need for more 
specific learning experiences within environmental education that were relevant to their 
exams and coursework, and made suggestions as to how experiences at FSC Slapton Ley 




“R1 – yeh like a lot of people already knew what they wanted to do like at school 
before we came and then I feel like most of the week was just like doing loads of both 
when really it should have just been like R5 – from the start if we split into two groups 
and did physical stuff and human stuff R4 – then we could have done our data 
collection when it wasn’t raining R5 – exactly like we wasted almost half the trip on 
stuff we aren’t actually doing for our A Level” (focus group 2, school 14) 
 
As discussed in chapter 5, this could be reflective of the dominant feelings of stress 
that the participants stated as being linked to the pressures of having to complete their 
independent investigations and further highlighting the importance of the educational value 
of the trip and how this links to their feelings of wellbeing. 
  
However, these discussions can also be seen to lead to some contradictions between 
what the participants felt were important experiences in environmental education for 
supporting their wellbeing. As previously stated within this chapter, it was clear that 
experiences in the natural environment were important for many of the participants’ feelings 
of wellbeing by contributing towards feelings of restoration and time away from the stress of 
learning. Further discussions revealed that several of the participants felt that the need to 
achieve the learning goals were more important than having time away from the stress of 
learning, with several participants stating that time away from the work can potentially 
enhance the feelings of stress. This furthers the discussion about relevant learning 
experiences and a need to achieve goals as being an important part of the participants’ 
wellbeing in the context of environmental education. For example, a participant within a 
focus group highlighted that not achieving the work that needs to be done can contribute 




R2 – but then again I hadn’t done my survey or any packing for the next day and we 
came back so late and it just created a lot of stress, like this morning to try and finish 
that questionnaire that I had to do and everything and I mean I guess it’s like a good 
thing to have downtime but then you follow it with immediate stress that comes the 
next day, then it’s a bit, was it worth it? To get that stressed the next day because I 
was literally in such a big rush to finish that questionnaire just sitting there in lesson 
time (focus group 2, school 5) 
 
Further highlighting the contradictions between the need for relevant learning 
experiences to promote feelings of wellbeing and the need for free time to spend in the 
natural environment, was the impact that the pressure on learning had on the participants’ 
ability to enjoy the natural environment. Several participants noted that they found it hard to 
enjoy the environment as the pressure of learning was too much and that perhaps the 
benefits gained from the setting of environmental education were dependent on how the 
individual can manage the pressure of the learning setting: 
 
“R6 – I think your enjoyment of this trip because I like the countryside too and I think 
a lot of us like nature but I think it really depends on whether you can put that (the 
work) to the back of your mind or not, because like fair enough that your chemistry 
has been put on hold, but I think you guys might have a better ability than the rest of 
us to be able to forget about that and the work, which I envy you for because it’s 
constantly at the front of my mind right now, which is making me unable to enjoy this” 
(focus group 2, school 19) 
 
This presents an important consideration for environmental education on how to best 
manage the needs, expectations and differences between how individuals are able to cope 
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with the variety of pressures that exist within the environmental education setting when 
implementing strategies for promoting the wellbeing needs of young people.  
However, from these reflections regarding relevant learning experiences during their 
trip, it is evident that the participants value these experiences for enhancing their feelings of 
achievement and academic mastery, through the use of tailored learning experiences to the 
needs of individual school groups and their learning needs. This section highlights the value 
of the learning experience to the participants, alongside the important role that having a 
sense of academic achievement has upon the participants’ feelings of wellbeing. Relevant 
learning experiences may also promote the participants’ sense of wellbeing by contributing 
towards an increased sense of enjoyment of their work, decreased feelings of stress and 
being proud of oneself as a result of the sense of achievement. This section also presents 
the challenge of managing the participants’ differing expectations and outcomes of the 
experiences of the trip when considering how to design curriculum-based experiences to 
support the wellbeing of young people. It also highlights a potential discord between 
supporting the participants learning in relevant ways and the use of free time in the natural 
environment within environmental education that places a focus on curriculum-based 
learning and academic achievement.   
 
6.4.2. Opportunities for challenge  
The data also revealed that for many of the participants, challenging experiences 
within environmental education were viewed as contributing towards their sense of 
achievement and overall feelings of wellbeing. For the purpose of this research, a 
challenging experience was considered as any experience or activity that pushed the 
participants out of their comfort zones, stretching them either physically or mentally. Whilst 
none of the participants explicitly mentioned ‘challenging experiences’, it was clear from 
many of the participants’ discussions that challenging experiences were occurring 
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throughout their stay at FSC Slapton Ley. For example, the below quote would be used as 
an example of a challenging experience for a participant as they found walking up a hill 
frustrating and tiring, challenging them to do a physically demanding task: 
  
“Day 2 was a little exhausting as we walked across all of the coast and I felt extremely 
frustrated that we had to walk up really steep hills” (journal, participant 5.7) 
 
This section again raises some interesting contradictions when considering the 
participants’ discussions of wellbeing within environmental education. The setting of FSC 
Slapton Ley provided both physically and mentally challenging experiences for the 
participants and was often discussed in relation to negative emotions. However, upon further 
reflection by the participants and analysis of the data, it became clear that being able to 
overcome the challenges that were presented to them also led to feelings of 
accomplishment, competence and increased self-confidence. Firstly, the most frequently 
stated challenging experience was the planning of the independent investigation. Many of 
the participants linked feelings of stress and negative emotions to the independent 
investigation planning, stemming from the importance of the activity and often the lack of 
time they felt they had to complete it. For example: 
 
“R1 – I think it was all largely positive apart from when we were trying to develop our 
questions All – yeh R6 – yeh we were all like close to tears I – why was it so like that? 
R2 – I don’t know, it was like everything was bogged down R5 – it was quite tense, 
wasn’t it? R5 – there was a lot to do and it was quite time-pressured to an extent R4 
– yeh because we had to have it all done or decide our questions and make all our 
like things we needed to collect the data and design it all in one evening R6 – yeh we 
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had to design R2 – and we know it is really important so R5 – yeh it is quite daunting 
(focus group 2, school 4) 
 
Secondly, it was common for the participants to express how the long walks that were 
part of their stay led to feelings of being challenged. Many of the participants found the walk 
quite tiring, with the weather playing a part in exacerbating the negative feelings that arose 
from the walk when it was considered too hot or it was raining:  
 
“Day 2 was a little exhausting as we walked across all of the coast and I felt extremely 
frustrated that we had to walk up really steep hills” (journal, participant 5.7) 
 
“I wasn’t very happy due to getting sunburn and having to walk several miles uphill” 
(journal, participant 12.9) 
 
Whilst it was common for the participants to highlight these experiences as leading 
to negative emotions that affected their sense of wellbeing, it also became apparent that for 
many of the participants opportunities where there were feelings of being challenged could 
lead to an improved sense of wellbeing as a result of being able to overcome both the 
challenges and the negative feelings, leading to a greater sense of accomplishment and 
achievement.    
The impact of the challenging experiences for promoting positive experiences of 
wellbeing was highlighted by a discussion between participants within a focus group. In 
discussing their experiences of planning their individual investigations, feelings such as 
stress and exhaustion were highlighted, portraying the challenge of the situation. However, 
the participants were able to identify that it was these negative feelings at the beginning that 
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contributed towards more positive feelings at the end of the investigation planning, with the 
participants stating that this made it seem more worth it: 
 
“R1 – I think it was largely positive apart from when we were trying to develop our 
questions R6 – yeh we were all like close to tears I – why was that? R2 – I dunno, 
everything was getting so bogged down I – so how did that make you feel? R1 – 
exhausted R4 – yeh but kind of relieved because I just wanted to get on with it the 
next day R1 – I was stressed though in case I missed something and forgot to do 
something R5 – overall it was positive R1 – it was a negative feeling that turned into 
a positive feeling I – why was it negative feelings that turned into positive feelings? 
All – it was just stressful R3 – but once it was all done we realised like it had all been 
worth it sort of situation R5 – and because it was stressful and negative at the 
beginning it meant that it felt more positive because it was finished does that make 
sense? (focus group 2, school 4) 
 
Expanding upon these statements attesting to the fact that negative experiences lead 
to more positive feelings, it was apparent that within much of the data in both the focus 
groups and the individual journals, that when the participants were reflecting upon 
experiences of challenge within environmental education they were able to review these 
experiences in a positive light and recognise the feelings of accomplishment and 
achievement; for example:  
 
“I felt extreme stress and bordering on a mental breakdown when I couldn’t decide 
on my NEA topic, however, once I had decided what I was doing I felt so good and it 





“We went back to Plymouth for the day, I felt very stressed out and drained thinking 
about my data collection. However, it was very productive so in the end, I felt a sense 
of accomplishment and achievement which brightened my mood” (journal, participant 
20.1) 
 
As stated at the beginning of this section, the challenges present within environmental 
education were not solely related to the learning experience. For many of the participants, 
the long walks that were integrated into the day can be considered a challenging experience 
where they felt physically stretched and tired. Several participants expressed that the 
walking was not an enjoyable experience whilst they were taking part in it, however the 
feeling of reaching the end of the walk or the top of the large hill, combined with the 
embodied experience of seeing views and landscapes, as discussed within chapter 5, 
contributed towards the participants’ feelings of wellbeing by further enhancing feelings of 
achievement and accomplishment.  
 
“I felt accomplished after the long walk. It was nice but I wasn’t happy whilst I was 
doing it” (journal, participant 11.10) 
 
“I felt very tired walking up and down the steep hills. However, it made me feel very 
accomplished when I got to the top. It made me feel very proud and good” (journal, 
participant 9.1) 
 
It is also important to note that the challenging experiences that occurred at FSC 
Slapton Ley provided opportunities for the participants to explore new sides of themselves 
and push themselves to do things they wouldn’t previously do as a result of the social and 
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environmental settings. In the context of the walk, one participant described how she pushed 
herself to keep going so as not to hold anyone up and the feelings that she gained from 
stretching herself both physically and mentally. This highlights the importance of challenging 
experiences for helping participants realise what they are capable of and to enhance their 
feelings of accomplishment:  
 
“I quickly became tired during the walk as we reached the top of the headland and I 
wanted to stop but being with a group of boys made me want to keep up the pace 
and not hold anyone up. I felt really good afterwards and physically really capable 
and fit. I really enjoyed stretching my fitness and mental capacity and feeling a sense 
of achievement. I kept telling myself I would feel the benefits afterwards” (journal, 
participant 12.7) 
 
Another participant also expressed how challenging experiences contributed towards 
wellbeing as they were able to explore new sides to their emotions. When asked about the 
experience they had in Plymouth the participant noted that it led to feelings of anxiety, but 
anxiety that they hadn’t experienced before and they felt positive feeling new emotions: 
 
“I was tired and my anxiety levels increased but I still had fun – Stonehead made me 
feel worried, this was a positive feeling though as it allowed me to explore a new area 
of my anxiety that I hadn’t experienced before” (journal, participant 1.2) 
 
These reflections of experiences within environmental education that have been 
considered as challenging for the participants, as demonstrated through the language used, 
highlight that challenging experiences provide opportunities for participants to develop 
feelings of wellbeing as a result of increased feelings of achievement and accomplishment. 
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These discussions also highlight the need for environmental education to challenge 
participants in ways that might make them feel uncomfortable to begin with but can be seen 
to lead to a positive end experience. Whilst the participants did not explicitly state the need 
for these sorts of challenging experiences to be included within environmental education it 
is clear that they play a key role in promoting the feelings of wellbeing within young people. 
However, the implementation of suitable challenging experiences within environmental 
education for promoting wellbeing also becomes a challenge for the providers. Firstly, when 
thinking about the sorts of experiences that can challenge the participants appropriately and 
in ways that are relevant to them as individuals and secondly ensuring that the participants 
can reflect on how the experience was able to lead to positive feelings that can contribute 
towards overall feelings of wellbeing in order to recognise the positive outcome.  
 
6.5. Concluding Summary 
This chapter has identified how environmental education can promote the wellbeing 
of young people, as discussed and evidenced by the participants of this research, 
subsequently addressing the third objective of the study; to explore how environmental 
education can promote the wellbeing needs of young people. The opportunities that have 
been discussed related to the embodied experience of environmental education, where both 
physical and mental experiences of wellbeing are intertwined with the landscape, social 
experiences and learning experiences that occur within environmental education.  
Through the discussions, a number of strategies and opportunities were identified by 
the participants for promoting their wellbeing, and in turn, these can be considered as 
important strategies to be included when designing environmental education programmes 
that aim to promote the wellbeing of young people. Firstly, the participants discussed how 
feelings of being relaxed, calm and peaceful in the natural environment contributed to their 
feelings of wellbeing during their stay at FSC Slapton Ley and were highlighted within this 
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research as contributing towards feelings of restoration. For many of the participants, these 
feelings of restoration were attributed to the unstructured free time that they spent in the 
environment, taking part in activities that they enjoyed and that were considered relaxing to 
them. It has long been considered that exposure to natural environments can help restore 
depleted emotional and cognitive resources. As discussed in chapter 5, ART (Kaplan & 
Kaplan, 1989) and Psychophysiological Stress Recovery Theory (PSRT) (Ulrich et al., 1991) 
argues that natural environments promote the recovery of depleted cognitive resources and 
can lead to emotional restoration. An important element of these theories is the opportunity 
to get away from the demands of directed attention and settings where there is increased 
physiological stress (Kaplan, 1995; Ulrich, 1983). Whilst there is little research into 
curriculum-based environmental education experiences and the stress responses of 
participants to feelings of learning intensity when in the natural environment, the discussions 
by the participants within this research revealed significant feelings of stress in relation to 
the work experiences at FSC Slapton Ley.  
This raises important considerations for the planning of curriculum-based 
environmental education programmes for promoting the wellbeing of young people, where 
research shows that environmental preference is affected by an individual’s need for 
restoration. Correspondingly, restoration from mental fatigue, as highlighted by Staats et al 
(2003) tends to give higher preference to the natural environment over the urban 
environment, further compounding the importance of experiences that promote restoration 
within the natural environment for the participants (Berton, 2014).  However, the reliance on 
nature-based experiences for promoting restoration and wellbeing within environmental 
education needs careful consideration and an understanding of young people’s differing 
perceptions of what equates to a restorative environment, hence the highlighting of 
unstructured free time where participants can be free to choose experiences in the natural 
environment that support them in developing feelings of restoration. This sits in line with 
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elements of ART, where restoration occurs when an environment is compatible with an 
individual’s desires and goals and is able to support them and help realise these desires 
(Kaplan, 1995; Stevenson et al., 2018).  
Secondly, it was common for the participants to express how spending free time with 
friends helped them increase their feeling of social connectedness, enjoyment and 
happiness during their stay. The participants highlighted the positive impact that free time 
within environmental education to socialise had upon their wellbeing through the 
development of increased feelings of bonding with friends and the development of new 
friendships. The focus of many of the participants’ discussions on their social experiences 
within environmental education, combined with the data from chapter 4 that demonstrates 
the importance of interpersonal relationships for the participants’ wellbeing, highlights the 
value that the role of free time with friends has for promoting the wellbeing of young people. 
Residential environmental education programmes offer a distinct environment for 
developing the feelings of connectedness to others and social bonds that are important for 
young people’s wellbeing. Residential settings provide an environment where young people 
are surrounded by friends and classmates all day and socialising in ways that may be new 
and unfamiliar to them and with research showing that negative experiences may occur 
within environmental educational experiences if young people are not given the opportunity 
to develop social connections, such as feelings of isolation (Goossens, 2020; Jostad et al., 
2015), the importance of providing experiences within environmental education to support 
the social needs of young people in order to promote their wellbeing becomes key.  
The inclusion of free time within environmental education with a purpose to promote 
social wellbeing, specifically within curriculum-based courses may present some challenges 
for the designing of environmental education courses that seek to promote wellbeing and 
also meet the curriculum goals that schools are paying for. Environmental education 
promoting the wellbeing needs of people through providing opportunities for free time to 
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develop social bonds and meet learning needs may face the ongoing challenge of defining 
what exactly the purpose of environmental education programmes might be and adds to the 
discourse that environmental education has many competing goals and priorities, such as, 
supporting academic success, promoting youth development, promoting environmental 
knowledge and social transformation (Fraser et al., 2015; Stevenson, 2007)  
Thirdly, the data highlighted that feelings of achievement and accomplishment within 
the environmental education experience promote feelings of wellbeing and relate to the 
participants learning needs, such as the need for relevant learning experiences. It was also 
seen within the data that challenging experiences promote feelings of achievement and 
accomplishment among the participants. The need for relevant learning experiences for 
promoting the participants’ wellbeing can be seen to relate to the value the participants place 
on the environmental education experience at FSC Slapton Ley for supporting them in their 
learning as the purpose of the trip has been framed around collecting coursework needed 
for A-Levels and GCSE’s and again can make links back to the competing goals of 
environmental education programmes. The participants’ desires for the learning experience 
to be relevant to their needs is indicative of research into cognitive engagement, which refers 
to learners’ investments into learning activities and the commitment to the mastery of 
learning (Sedaghat et al., 2011). Research by Gonida et al (2009) and Gutierrez (2017) has 
demonstrated that learners’ achievement goal orientations are linked to increased levels of 
engagement with learning and subsequently increased engagement with learning can 
contribute towards higher levels of subjective wellbeing, thus supporting the participants’ 
notions of the value of relevant learning experiences within environmental education leading 
to feelings of achievement and accomplishment to promote wellbeing.  
This chapter also highlighted the important role that challenging experiences within 
environmental education can play in promoting wellbeing. Throughout chapter 5, it became 
apparent that both mentally and physically challenging experiences were a frequent part of 
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the experience at FSC Slapton Ley and when framed appropriately and leading to 
opportunities for success many of the participants were able to turn these challenging 
experiences into feelings of achievement and accomplishment. Challenge experiences can 
be understood as tasks that exceed an individual’s current level of comfort or that have an 
uncertain outcome and growing attention has been paid to the inclusion of challenging 
experiences within learning programmes for young people to promote positive development 
(Shellman & Hill, 2017). Bandura’s (1977) theory of self-efficacy asserts that people tend to 
avoid experiences and situations that they believe challenge them beyond their capabilities, 
as feelings of efficacy influence motivation and persistence in the face of challenge, yet it is 
considered that individuals that persist in the face of challenge enhance feelings of self-
efficacy, satisfaction, achievement and enhanced feelings of competency (Davidson, 2001). 
Through the inclusion and focus on activities that foster these feelings of challenge and 
accomplishment for young people, environmental education can be seen to be promoting 
wellbeing through the development of a sense of achievement and accomplishment as a 
result of learning experiences and the wider environmental, social and physical experiences 
that occur within environmental education. A study by Widmer et al (2014) showed that 
challenging outdoor experiences can be intentionally designed to increase academic 
efficacy and motivation in adolescents (Taniguchi et al., 2017) 
Through an in-depth analysis of the participants’ discussions of their experiences of 
environmental education, several important strategies have been revealed that can be used 
to promote the wellbeing needs of young people. The strategies focus on both the learning 
experiences and the overall embodied experiences of environmental education, highlighting 
the importance of utilising the environment, social and academic aspects of curriculum-























7.1. Introduction  
This research has provided an examination of environmental education that brings 
about an alternative conceptual framing for exploring young people’s experiences of 
wellbeing within environmental education. The research has engaged with environmental 
education that takes place in the residential setting of FSC Slapton Ley to explore ways in 
which the participants’ experiences of wellbeing are constructed and experienced in this 
context. The framework and methodology of this research centred on utilising participants’ 
voices in research to ensure that the data utilised within the study is specific to the 
participants. The value of this conceptual framework was demonstrated by the empirical 
data that was collected through a qualitative approach, which contrasts to the predominantly 
quantitative-based approach to wellbeing research that relies upon Likert-based surveys 
that draw from pre-defined understandings of life satisfaction. The methods used in this 
research to engage with the conceptual framework included the use of focus groups that 
used participatory visual methods to gather collective group information, alongside solicited 
participant diaries to capture individual experiences of wellbeing in environmental education. 
The empirical evidence that was collected throughout the research process addressed the 
following objectives: 
 
Objective 1  
To understand how young people characterise wellbeing. 
 
Objective 2 
To identify how and why residential environmental education experiences may influence the 





Objective 3  
To explore how residential environmental education can promote the wellbeing needs of 
young people. 
  
This discussion chapter brings together the data that has been identified in the 
preceding empirical chapters into an overall discussion to identify how each objective and 
their subsequent themes feed into each other to provide a complete picture of the research. 
This chapter will consider how the themes that have emerged from this research inform 
existing knowledge about young people’s wellbeing in the context of environmental 
education. The chapter will then move on to discuss the objectives of the study concerning 
both the empirical data of this research and the reviewed theoretical material highlighted in 
chapter 2.   
 
7.2. Understanding how young people characterise wellbeing  
The first objective of the research sought to explore how young people characterised 
wellbeing and used focus groups to that their perspectives. The focus groups utilised a semi-
structured approach to discussing wellbeing and the creation of individual mind maps to 
provide a visual map of the participants’ construction of wellbeing. 
 
7.2.1. The importance of a multidimensional viewpoint of young people’s wellbeing 
Chapter 4 is dedicated to developing a participant-driven understanding of wellbeing. 
To date, as identified within the literature review, literature exploring the nature of wellbeing 
from the perspective of young people has been remote and is often approached through a 
positivist, adult-centric standpoint (Fattore et al., 2007). The methodology employed within 
this research has produced new evidence that has demonstrated the relevance and 
importance of specific domains of young people’s lives that influence their everyday 
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wellbeing. The approach to research in this study has enabled direct engagement with the 
participants within the research, which provided empirical evidence to further understand 
how the young people within this study define wellbeing. The participants’ expressions of 
wellbeing were encompassed by a multi-dimensional viewpoint, with participants coming to 
understand wellbeing as comprised of many different dimensions that are influenced by a 
variety of elements. The research demonstrated that the participants understood that the 
various elements that make up their wellbeing are interconnected and interdependent of 
each other. The four key themes that arose from this research are social, psychological, 
physical and environmental elements. The following section of this chapter will discuss these 
elements in more detail and situate them against current literature.  
 
7.2.2. The value of social and relational experiences of wellbeing 
It became clear within the theme of social elements that the participants highly valued 
relationships with their friends and family and the quality of these relationships. 
Developmental literature relating to the life stage of adolescence, alongside theories relating 
to SDT (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2000) support the notion that social and 
interpersonal relationships are a key element of young people’s wellbeing, Reeve et al 
(2004) argue that relatedness and social-connectedness are important for adolescents as it 
supports their feelings of motivation, ability to internalise values and relate to others. Within 
research that links adolescent wellbeing to social and interpersonal relationships, Jose et al 
(2012) also further highlight that spending time with family and peers provide important 
social contexts for young people’s wellbeing. This research has affirmed this statement, by 
revealing the value and importance attributed by the participants to family and friends for 
feelings of social wellbeing. Being in the presence of, and being able to spend quality time 
with family and friends prompted feelings of happiness and enjoyment, and as discussed 
269 
 
further within this chapter these are key emotions that the participants state as being 
important for their wellbeing.  
The value of relationships with family and friends was also expressed particularly in 
relation to the quality of these relationships, with participants identifying the qualities and 
characteristics of these relationships that make them supportive of their wellbeing. 
Supportive relationships were considered by the participants as a key contributor towards 
feelings of wellbeing, as well as having the ability to mediate negative aspects of their lives. 
Further to this, whilst the participants revealed that friends and family were important for 
their wellbeing, participants mentioned friendships more frequently than relationships with 
family members. The capacity of friendships, in particular friendships that are considered 
satisfying, have been identified within adolescent development research as being important 
for young people, as it is during the stage of adolescence young people are considered to 
go through major transformations that lead them to seek important relationships away from 
the well-known family unit in order to form their own identities (Burnett & Blakemore, 2009; 
Steinberg & Morris, 2001). Adding to this, in line with data within this study, it is recognised 
that friendships are particularly important for supporting young people with their mental 
health as they provide insight and support and can lead to better psychological adjustment 
(Hiatt et al., 2015). Many of the participants frequently stated the important influence that 
friendships have upon their feelings of wellbeing and that the stronger the friendship the 
greater the influence on emotions, both positively and negatively. From this perspective, the 
impact of social relationships upon young people’s wellbeing within this research can be 
seen to be concurrent with constructivist-based approaches to understanding wellbeing, 
such as Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological model of adolescent development, highlighting 
that understanding young people’s subjective wellbeing should be understood in relation to 




7.2.3. Psychological experiences of wellbeing  
The participants also discussed how important their emotions were to their overall 
feelings of wellbeing. Feelings of happiness were found to be important in the development 
of the participants’ wellbeing. This standpoint is consistent with much of the literature that 
seeks to conceptualise wellbeing, as happiness is commonly used as an umbrella term for 
the construct of wellbeing, with levels of happiness also being used as an evaluative 
measure of wellbeing within research (Park, 2004; Waldron, 2010).  Reflecting the notion in 
the literature that happiness is closely linked to wellbeing, the participants recognised the 
close relationship between feelings of happiness and wellbeing, with many describing 
wellbeing as a state of happiness, yet they were able to identify happiness and wellbeing as 
separate constructs. In line with literature pertaining to happiness and life satisfaction 
research (Ahn et al., 2004; Frey & Stutzer, 2002; Selim, 2008), the participants also 
recognised that several different variables contribute towards their overall feelings of 
happiness, alongside the importance of social and interpersonal relationships for the 
participants’ wellbeing. Happiness was most frequently attributed to spending time with 
friends and family. The participants’ viewpoint that there are a number of different variables 
that contribute towards feelings of happiness and wellbeing perpetuates research from the 
field of positive psychology that ascertains wellbeing should be characterised across 
multiple life domains, as individuals care about multiple aspects of their lives (Keyes, 2007; 
Seligman, 2011).  
Hedonistic conceptualisations of wellbeing imply that wellbeing is the relationship 
between positive and negative affect, inferring that individuals will have greater wellbeing if 
positive emotions are experienced more frequently than negative emotions (Keyes & Annas, 
2009; Veenhoven, 2003). Notably, this study highlighted the value the participants placed 
upon stress as an emotion that plays a key role in influencing their wellbeing, with the 
participants recognising that both positive and negative emotions play a key role in shaping 
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how they feel. The participants discussed stress as an emotion that needed to be decreased 
in order to support their wellbeing and subsequently highlighted certain contexts that led to 
increased feelings of stress. By highlighting these contexts, the participants recognised the 
importance of managing their emotions effectively to support their wellbeing. This research 
revealed how the participants most commonly attached their feelings of stress to academic 
settings, with workload and academic pressures contributing to increased feelings of stress. 
A review by Cohen et al (2009) highlighted that a positive school climate is strongly 
associated with young people’s healthy development, however, in line with the participants’ 
discussions regarding school-related stress, further studies have highlighted the links 
between burnout and decreased wellbeing in young people as a result of academic 
pressures and stress (Cadime et al., 2016; Pascoe et al., 2020; Torsheim & Wold, 2001). 
The findings from this research and literature highlight the need to explore the development 
of wellbeing in certain settings and environments from both a positive and negative 
viewpoint, as it has been revealed within this research that young people are able to 
recognise the importance of highlighting the negative aspects of their wellbeing as well as 
the important positive aspects.   
 
7.2.4. Participants’ relationships with themselves as shaping their psychological wellbeing 
In line with positive emotions of wellbeing, the participants did, however, further 
exaggerate the importance of feeling positive and having a positive sense of self for their 
wellbeing, as well as the importance of being able to enjoy oneself. A positive sense of self 
was discussed by the participants as relating to having a positive sense of identity, self-
confidence, self-esteem and feeling like a good person. These findings parallel with existing 
literature that links adolescent wellbeing to having a sense of identity, which increases 
wellbeing through developing feelings of agency (Furrow et al., 2004; Kumpulainen et al., 
2014). According to Cote and Schwartz (2002), agency and identity are closely linked and 
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highlighted that factors related to positive identity increased young people’s feelings of 
agency. The concept of agency and identity formation in adolescents can be linked to the 
participants' expression of the importance of feeling that they are enjoying themselves and 
feeling that they can take part in activities that make them feel good. These findings can be 
situated against SDT (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2000), which ascertains a sense of 
initiative and ownership of one’s actions is strongly linked to positive outcomes that relate to 
wellbeing (Baard et al., 2004). The participants frequently linked being able to take part in 
activities that led to feelings of enjoyment as contributing towards feelings of achievement 
and increased social-connectedness, alongside increased feelings of physical health when 
taking part in sporting activities. From this perspective, the participants’ understandings of 
wellbeing can be seen to be further linked to elements of SDT, where relatedness and 
connectedness are considered key drivers towards feelings of autonomous motivation that 
is seen to enhance young people’s feelings of identity and self-confidence.   
 
7.2.5. The physical self as a component of wellbeing  
Physical health was a further key element considered by the participants as an 
important contributor to their wellbeing. Many of the participants held a broad understanding 
of health, for example; ‘wellbeing is feeling healthy’. However, further discussions with the 
participants revealed the value they attributed towards physical health and the certain 
lifestyle factors that impact their physical health and wellbeing, with the three key factors 
being diet, exercise and sleep. It was common for the participants to frequently mention their 
physical health and the impact the state of their physical health had upon their feelings of 
self-confidence and ability to create bonds with people, as good physical health makes it 
easier to socialise. The links the participants make between the physical domain and other 
elements of wellbeing, further contribute towards the understanding of wellbeing as 
multidimensional as it becomes ever more apparent that the participants view their wellbeing 
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as being inextricably linked across multiple domains, with more objective domains such as 
physical health being hard to separate from subjective domains such as feelings and 
emotions. Further reiterating this point is the participants’ considerations of environmental 
factors that contribute towards and influence their wellbeing that took into consideration both 
the objective and material aspects of their environments, as well as how they subjectively 
experienced the environment. Financial stability was considered the main aspect of the 
participants’ wellbeing related to their environments, with financial security also being linked 
to feelings of overall security and safety.  
 
7.2.6. Environmental considerations of wellbeing 
These results have important implications for considering the wellbeing of young 
people from a social constructivist perspective, drawing from Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) 
ecological theory of human development that states that environmental factors and 
characteristics play a key role in influencing the health and wellbeing of young people, as 
interactions between their environments can influence upon their behaviour (John-Akinola 
& Gabhainn, 2015; McLaren, 2005). This was particularly clear within the participants’ 
discussions of the certain types of environments that contribute towards their wellbeing, as 
the discussions highlighted that they attached different types of meanings to environments 
depending upon their experiences within them, with not all participants attaching the same 
meaning to certain environments. For example, some participants expressed the importance 
of spending time in natural environments for their wellbeing, whereas others described being 
in the natural environment as unsettling and contributing to feelings of stress. Many of the 
participants also attached meaning to their environments based upon the social interactions 
that they had experienced in places. Socio-ecological models of health promotion highlight 
the impact that varying different interpersonal and intrapersonal relations have on people’s 
wellbeing depending upon their context. Subsequently, in line with the findings of this 
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research, Bronfenbrenner's (1979; 1986) ecological model of development envisages a 
number of different environments as a nested series of systems in which people interact, 
with recent research by Kelly and Coughlan (2019) suggesting that components of mental 




These insights highlight the participants’ perceptions and understandings of their 
wellbeing. Using the empirical data and highlighted literature I argue that my research 
contributes to a wider body of knowledge that recognises the multidimensional and 
interconnected nature of wellbeing (Fava et al., 2017; Halleröd & Seldén, 2013). The 
empirical evidence gathered in this research has revealed the importance of considering 
young people’s wellbeing in terms of themselves and individuals, and their relational selves, 
when situated in different social and environmental contexts. From this perspective, I argue 
that in order to understand the development of young people’s wellbeing we must firstly 
draw from their own perceptions of wellbeing, and secondly, we must look at the young 
person as an individual and their situation within their immediate environments, alongside 
the social and interpersonal interactions that occur within these environments. Furthermore, 
from these considerations of wellbeing provided by the young people themselves, this 
research shows that young people are able to acknowledge and consider the elements of 
their lives that are important to their wellbeing. This arguably demonstrates that young 
people are capable of understanding complex concepts such as wellbeing and can make 
important decisions about their own lives, thus highlighting the importance of using 
methodologies that can draw out these considerations from young people themselves. 
Based upon these perspectives, how young people experience wellbeing within 




7.3. Identifying and exploring how and why residential environmental education 
experiences may influence the individual wellbeing of young people  
In addressing objective 2, the discussion now turns to the lived experience of the 
participants in the setting of FSC Slapton Ley in order to explore the impact that residential 
environmental education experiences have upon their wellbeing. This objective is concerned 
with exploring the role and value of residential environmental education experiences in 
influencing the participants’ wellbeing, concerning both the positive and negative aspects. 
Understanding how young people’s wellbeing is shaped within environmental education 
programmes requires an approach to research that prioritises the participants’ worldviews. 
Focus groups and solicited participant diaries were used within this research in order to 
explore the participants’ experiences of wellbeing from their perspectives. The use of these 
qualitative methods, in particular the participant diaries, allowed the participants to have an 
element of control over the creation of the data, enabling them to produce data that was 
important to the research in their own time and in as little or as much detail as they felt 
necessary. The purpose of the discussion of this objective is to give space to consider the 
mechanisms and mediators that influence wellbeing within the overall environmental 
education experience from the perspective of the young people taking part in this research. 
The findings in this study contribute to the knowledge on wellbeing as being anchored in 
experiences between individual and environmental factors, that acknowledges that the ways 
in which people function is dependent upon the environmental systems that they function 
within, therefore suggesting that there is a level of influence from environmental factors upon 
an individual’s behaviour (John-Akinola & Gabhainn, 2015; McLaren, 2005). The analysis of 
data pertaining to objective 2 identified three key themes that played an important role in 
influencing the participants’ wellbeing; experiences of places, experiences of people and the 
learning experience. The social constructivist approach of this research leads to valuable 
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insights into how the participants’ experiences of these three elements are derived from 
larger discourses and that an individual's experiences of the world is changed as they move 
through different settings and become influenced by different cultural and social contexts 
(Loughland et al., 2003; Stables & Bishop, 2001). 
 
7.3.1. Young people’s affordances in environmental education 
The participants’ experiences of place during the residential experience at FSC 
Slapton Ley was of particular importance to their wellbeing. The way that the participants 
experienced the environment within this research can be linked to the theory of affordances 
(Gibson, 2014), in that it offers a framework for considering how young people relate to their 
environment, by considering the individual’s perception of the environment and the 
affordances it offers based upon the individual’s intentions and previous experiences within 
a particular context. In particular, the participants’ experiences of the natural environment 
as an experience of ‘place’ played an important role in influencing the participants’ wellbeing 
and can be understood in relation to affordances. Of particular importance within this 
research was the participants’ discussions of how the natural environment contributed 
towards their feelings of wellbeing in relation to their learning expectations and values. The 
natural environment was seen by the participants as being an important factor that helped 
contextualise and make their learning relevant. As described by Kytta (2002), affordances 
in an outdoor adventure environment refer to what an environment can provide for a child 
or young person and what is subsequently perceived or recognised in relation to what they 
need within that environment, alongside their interests and motivations. From this 
perspective, the value that the natural environment holds in relation to their learning needs 
was a key influential factor for their wellbeing within the natural environment, with the 
academic experience and relevance of the work within environment education playing a key 
role in shaping the participants’ feelings of wellbeing.  
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Further compounding the role that affordances play in shaping the participants’ 
experiences of wellbeing, is the value that the participants place on the natural environment 
for enhancing their wellbeing. It has long been considered that the natural environment plays 
an important role in the development of wellbeing, as it has been argued that from an 
evolutionary perspective humans have an innate need to affiliate with nature, defined by 
Wilson (1984) as Biophilia. Biophilia is recognised as the inborn tendency for humans to 
have a natural preference towards natural environments as we have evolved alongside 
nature and have a genetically based need to affiliate with it. The experience of the natural 
environment for many of the participants was related to its restorative potential, in that 
experiences in the natural environment provided opportunities for the participants to relax, 
forget about everyday stresses and overcome any negative aspects of the trip, reflective of 
research that supports the restorative properties of the natural environments that draw from 
ART (Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989) and Stress Reduction Theory (SRT) (Ulrich, 1983).  
In contrast to this, several participants stated the negative impact that the natural 
environment had upon their feelings of wellbeing, which is contradictory to theories of 
Biophilia and research that supports the restorative properties of natural environments. 
Feelings of anxiety and discomfort were frequently experienced by some participants as a 
result of being in the natural environment and were discussed in relation to feelings of 
unfamiliarity, thus ascertaining that there is an element of feeling connected to and 
belonging to nature that is needed in order to foster positive experiences. The negative 
influence of the natural environment upon the participants’ wellbeing in the context of FSC 
Slapton Ley can also be seen to be linked to the participants’ capacity to actualise certain 
affordances, as the participants spoke about the conflicting feelings of having to do work in 
the natural environment that also led to a negative impact upon their wellbeing. In line with 
the theory of affordances, the majority of the participants view the natural environment as a 
place where they normally go to relax and escape stress, yet the stress of having to work in 
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the natural environment was contextually different from their usual experiences of nature 
and prevented them from actualising the affordances that would normally be placed upon 
the natural environment, such as having the time and space to relax and experience nature 
in a way that is important to them. Rantala and Puhkka (2020) highlight that nature allows 
young people to be calm and get away from the pressures of everyday life, but that the right 
amount of time and places for encountering nature are needed. These results make it clear 
that the affordance and value young people place on experiences in the natural environment 
need to be considered in order to maximise the potential of nature to support their wellbeing, 
and that it is important to consider how the construction of experience within these 
environments can maximize affordance potential for important wellbeing behaviours.  
Whilst experiences in the natural environment were considered as playing an 
important role in the development of the participants’ wellbeing, the experience of the 
residential centre environment and the surrounding environment as a whole were also 
pertinent to the participants’ experiences of wellbeing. The lived experience of FSC Slapton 
Ley as a residential centre and the surrounding area of Slapton presented some challenges 
for the participants and was expressed through the discussions of negative feelings and 
emotions that detracted from their feelings of wellbeing. As described by Sparks and Smith   
(2008) we live in a world where stories and narratives constitute social realities and our 
understanding of realities is situated within narratives and cultures that we are engaged with, 
asserting the importance of understanding the different realities of cultures and groups to 
understand how they may experience something. The participants’ experiences of the 
residential setting at FSC Slapton Ley reflect this notion, many of the participants of this 
research study come from urban areas, where experiences in isolated, rural areas are 
limited. The participants that were used to spending time in natural environments tended to 
express fewer feelings of anxiety about being in Slapton and had a generally positive 
experience of the rural location. In contrast, other participants who described how they are 
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used to enjoy urban environments, and value the busyness of towns and cities expressed 
negative emotions when discussing the environment of Slapton and the surrounding area. 
This highlights a need to understand the range of influences that shape an individual’s 
relationship with the places and environments that they are interacting with in order to 
consider the role that they play in developing their wellbeing.  
This need to explore the cultural and social backgrounds of young people to position 
their experiences of place and landscape against a wellbeing context has been discussed 
in previous literature. Conradson (2005) ascertains that there remains a tendency to frame 
certain settings as having therapeutic and restorative properties, equating the mere physical 
presence in a certain place or landscape as having unproblematic therapeutic influence. 
Furthermore, according to Milligan and Bingley (2007), the negative experiences of places 
that are commonly deemed as therapeutic are less documented in literature and argues that 
it is important to document the negative aspects and how these might be mediated in order 
to further understand participants’ experiences of wellbeing in certain places. As such, this 
research highlights the key role experiences in environments and places play in facilitating 
the participants learning, in particular the importance that is placed on relevant learning 
environments by the participants, suggesting that within a formal learning environment the 
affordances that are available in relation to the participants’ values and motivations play a 
key role in influencing their wellbeing. Alongside this, the cultural and societal backgrounds 
of young people can influence the experiences of certain places, based upon prior 
expectations and feelings of being in certain places. 
 
7.3.2. The relational construct of wellbeing in environmental education 
This research also reveals the important interpersonal aspects that influence young 
people’s wellbeing, understood within this research as ‘experiences of people’. The 
importance of experiences of people for supporting the participants’ wellbeing is aligned 
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against how they feel towards friends on the trip and the tutors. This research also finds that 
the participants’ experiences of people are intertwined with their experiences of place, as 
the way the participants could engage with the people around them was them was directly 
linked to the affordances of the environment for allowing them to socialise in particular ways. 
The participants’ main discussions were related to how free time during their stay at FSC 
Slapton Ley allowed them to improve their social bonds and enhance friendships. These 
results support studies that have previously demonstrated that outdoor education 
programmes create a unique social environment for developing friendships (Loeffler, 2004; 
Lynch, 2000). It also furthers research by Silvera et al., (2004) that highlights social 
connectedness and bonding as playing an important protective role in adolescent health and 
wellbeing. Further studies show how friendship experiences are particularly important for 
mental health problems in adolescence, as friendship is considered an important social 
support source tool for youth development by providing approval, understanding and insight 
and can support the development of social skills (Hiatt et al., 2015). However, whilst the 
findings in this research concur with previous research, as with experiences of place, the 
important social experiences with friends that supported the participants’ wellbeing most 
frequently occurred away from the formal learning setting. This is important to highlight as 
revealed within the theme pertaining to the learning experience and influence of the structure 
of the trip on the participants’ wellbeing, the participants discussed how there is often little 
time for unstructured social time as there is a heavy focus on the academic learning within 
curriculum-based environmental education to achieve the desired academic outcomes of 
the trip.  
Adding to this, the participants also felt that the tutors at FSC Slapton Ley influenced 
their wellbeing. The participants viewed the tutors as an important aspect of how they felt 
during their stay at FSC Slapton Ley, resting upon their ability to form positive relationships 
with them and how supportive the tutors were for their learning. Learner-teacher 
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relationships and the effect that they have on wellbeing has been well documented in 
research (Dessel et al., 2017; McCallum & Price, 2010; Murray-Harvey & Slee, 2007); in 
educational settings, Van Petegem et al (2007) emphasised the concept of wellbeing as 
being highly dependent upon the classroom climate and that learners’ relationships to their 
teachers represent one predictor of wellbeing. Further to this, Cornelius-white (2007) also 
suggests that optimal learning is related to student-teacher relationships but must be 
understood in terms of learners’ differing personal needs and expectations of the learning 
environment, subsequently suggesting that there is a key link between interpersonal 
relationships and achievement in education-based settings (Engels et al., 2004; Holfve-
Sabel, 2014). The conclusions of this research correspond with research that suggests that 
the social environment in education settings plays a key role in the development of wellbeing 
in motivation and achievement-based settings. Darnon et al (2007) note that achievement-
based tasks in educational settings are normally undertaken in contexts that include other 
people, therefore considerations of wellbeing in these settings must be based upon informed 
pedagogies that take into account the relational dynamics of educational environments 
(Goralnik et al., 2012; Graham et al., 2016).  
This is a key consideration within this research, as the participants stated the 
importance of social interactions for their wellbeing in objective 1. Adding to this, this view 
of environmental education being framed around meeting learning objectives with little focus 
on the emotional and affective impacts is concurrent with research that highlights many 
environmental education programmes and strategies tend to favour providing basic 
knowledge of environmental and ecological principles (Pooley & O’Connor, 2000; Pryor et 
al., 2005). Supporting the argument that outdoor education practices such as environmental 
education should constitute toward a comprehensive nature-based public health strategy by 




As explored in the previous section, the dynamic between the social context and 
learning is considered by the participants as playing a key role in the development of their 
wellbeing. This is an important consideration, as the overall learning experience was stated 
by the participants as playing a key role in influencing their wellbeing. This research has 
demonstrated the mediators within learning contexts of residential environmental education 
that impacted the wellbeing of the participants. The learning experiences of the participants 
that influenced their wellbeing presented themselves in three ways: the structure of the trip, 
relevance of the work and meeting learning needs and outdoor learning. Challenges were 
present in the structure of the trip for the participants and learning was valued as an 
important outcome of the trip, but the long hours and evening work were deemed by the 
participants to negatively influence their wellbeing. This was evident in the participants’ 
discussions of feelings of burnout and being overly tired, leading to negative emotions which 
subsequently negatively impacted their ability to work effectively. As highlighted earlier 
within this research, the participants spoke about the importance of having time to increase 
social connections and experience the environment in order for them to feel happy, 
refreshed and relaxed and overcome the negative aspects of the trip. The value of the 
educational experience was also emphasised. Consequentially, understanding how the 
participants value both free time and structure to learning is vital to understanding the role 
that the structure of environmental education plays in developing wellbeing.  
 
7.3.3. Agency and autonomy in learning experiences  
A key consideration within this research is the role that autonomy plays in young 
people’s wellbeing. Within objective 1 the participants spoke about the importance of being 
able to take part in activities that they enjoy and have leisure time that enables them to 
socialise. Young people’s self-efficacy has been previously considered concerning their 
wellbeing, for young people, the need to be able to feel like they have control over their lives 
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has been noted to be important to enhance their feelings of motivation, wellbeing and sense 
of accomplishment (Benson et al., 2012; Saarikallio et al., 2020). Engel and Conant (2002) 
consider a major challenge of developing agency in adolescence to be the social and 
environmental contexts that they move through, as developing agency is considered to be 
influenced by the social actions that occur within different environments. Research within 
developmental literature has further argued that a decline in social-emotional wellbeing in 
educational contexts is reflective of developmentally inappropriate changes to the nature of 
the educational environment and that individual development reflects the agentic processes 
that are either apparent or not apparent within the structural supports and constraints of the 
learning environment (Deci & Ryan, 2002; Eccles & Roeser, 2010, 2011). This is reflective 
of the participants’ discussions surrounding the impact of the structure of learning within the 
environmental education programmes at the FSC, as a key part of the overall learning 
experience for enhancing their wellbeing were the boundaries a structured learning 
approach placed upon them, with several of the participants noting that this often made them 
feel like they were being treated younger than they are, feelings of being rushed and not 
having enough time to themselves.  
Furthering the notion of agency and motivation being a key driver of wellbeing within 
environmental education experiences, the relevance of the work that the participants were 
carrying out during their stay and how the work met their learning needs was considered by 
the participants as playing a key role in influencing their wellbeing. This was also seen to be 
linked to learning outside. Outdoor learning was seen by the participants as an opportunity 
for their learning to be contextualised through real-world learning experiences, making their 
learning more relevant and memorable, yet learning outside was seen by the participants 
as only able to enhance their wellbeing if the setting and context was considered relevant to 
their learning and educational needs. Exploring this in more detail, the trip to FSC Slapton 
Ley was fundamentally framed around meeting curriculum needs, with the participants 
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stating that achieving their learning needs was an important motivational factor for 
participating in the trip and that meeting the required learning outcomes was a priority. An 
interesting consideration that arises here, is the apparent conflict between the participants 
need and wants to also spend free time in the natural environment but have enough time to 
meet their learning needs. For many of the participants, feeling that their learning was not 
relevant and did not meet their needs led to feelings of stress and anxiety, subsequently 
detracting from how they felt during their free time.  
Expanding upon theories of motivation, as discussed previously, it is key to consider 
these findings in relation to models that seek to explore the expectations that young people 
place on experiences such as those within environmental education. EVT (Eccles, 1983), 
as discussed in the literature review, is grounded in the social-cognitive perspective of 
motivation and provides a comprehensive framework for understanding adolescents’ social 
and academic experiences. A key aspect of EVT is understanding the subjective value that 
individuals place on tasks, with research by Artino (2007) and Diep et al (2017) highlighting 
that the satisfaction that is gained from the task is explained by the subjective value of the 
task. Expanding upon this, research by Pekrun (2006) suggested there is a correlation 
between the need to achieve in academic contexts and performance and anxiety worry since 
emotions and the need to achieve will be considerably higher if the task is subjectively 
valuable. This research has affirmed this assertion, by revealing the value and importance 
the participants attach to their need to achieve in the academic context of environmental 
education and the subsequent feelings of wellbeing. Further to this, it has been 
demonstrated that there is a significant correlation between adolescents’ expectancy and 
value beliefs that predict feelings of anxiety and worry in educational settings. This research 
concludes that it is vital to understand young people’s expectancy-value and how this is 
shaped in different educational settings in order to positively influence their wellbeing (Bieg 
et al., 2013).  
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7.3.4. Perceptions of the role of curriculum-based environmental education 
A key discussion point from this objective is the considerably different expectations 
the participants place on spending time outside and learning outside and the conflict this 
presents in an educational setting. A number of contradictions arise in the participants’ 
discussions as there are several tensions exposed between designing environmental 
education programmes that support the participants need for autonomous relational 
experiences with their friends and the natural environment, as well as meeting the 
participants’ valued learning needs. This can be seen to sit in line with current and 
contemporary debates surrounding the aims and objectives of environmental education, 
where there has been continued debate as to whether environmental education should 
solely seek to enhance environmental and ecological awareness or support the emotional 
and affective domains of participants (Chawla & Cushing, 2007; Fraser et al., 2015). 
Considering the perceived outcomes of environmental education and how this influences 
the wellbeing of participants becomes particularly relevant in the setting of FSC Slapton Ley 
and curriculum-based environmental education, whereby participants are presented with a 
conflicted understanding of what they want to gain from the experience. The participants 
highlighted the contradictions they felt between wanting to learn in the natural environments 
and wanting to just spend time in it often leading to feelings of conflict and frustration. The 
historical emphasis placed upon providing basic knowledge of environmental and ecological 
principles in environmental education has resulted in there being little attention paid to the 
development of wellbeing and affective impacts of curriculum-based environmental 
education, yet the cognitive and affective components cannot be uncritically separated.  
 
7.3.5. Summary 
The empirical data and literature discussed in relation to this objective have led to an 
exploration of the ways in which curriculum-based residential environmental education 
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influences young people’s wellbeing. This research argues that young people’s wellbeing in 
environmental education, particularly curriculum-based environmental education, is 
dependent upon a carefully balanced environment that offers young people the opportunity 
to explore their values, in terms of affordances, and have these values and learning needs 
met, with their agency and autonomy considered. In line with theories such as the theory of 
affordances (Gibson, 1979) and SDT (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2000), this research 
has revealed the importance young people place on being able to carry out tasks that are 
relevant and suitable to them and their needs. Using this literature, this research also shows 
that the underlying debates surrounding the purpose of environmental education (Palmer, 
2002; R. Stevenson, 2007), not only causes contention with policymakers and practitioners, 
but with the participants of environmental education themselves. This research makes the 
case that learners within environmental education are faced with a confusing understanding 
of the outcomes that are expected of them within curriculum-based programmes that seek 
to impact their wellbeing. The view the participants hold of curriculum-based environmental 
education experiences as holding both important wellbeing and learning values for them 
highlights the need for a more rounded approach to environmental education practice. The 
following objective will discuss how the empirical data from this research explores how 
environmental education can promote the wellbeing of young people.   
 
7.4. Exploring how residential environmental education can promote the wellbeing 
needs of young people  
This final objective speaks about the strategies that can be implemented in 
environmental education in order to promote the wellbeing of young people. In objective 2, 
the mediators within environmental education on the participants’ wellbeing were explored, 
the purpose of this section is to identify and explore strategies that can be used within 
environmental education to support the wellbeing of young people based upon these 
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findings. When considering the participants’ experiences of environmental education, it is 
clear that several experiences impact the participants’ wellbeing, reflecting their 
multidimensional conceptualisation of wellbeing in objective 1.  This research highlighted 
three key aspects of environmental education that can be seen to enhance and promote the 
wellbeing of young people: (i) fostering feelings of restoration, understood in terms of 
utilising unstructured time in the natural environment, (ii) increasing social bonds through 
free time with friends and (iii) developing a sense of achievement and accomplishment 
through relevant learning experiences and opportunities for challenge.    
As previously discussed, this research has provided further evidence of the capacity 
of the natural environment to provide opportunities for young people to experience feelings 
of restoration and how these experiences are mediated within residential environmental 
education contexts. Many of the participants discussed how experiences in the natural 
environment led to them feeling relaxed, stress-free, calm and peaceful, all of which 
contributed to their wellbeing. These feelings of wellbeing were commonly attributed to time 
spent in natural environments, such as on the beach or in a woodland that was unstructured. 
Subsequently, many of the participants expressed a desire for experiences throughout their 
time at FSC Slapton Ley that were separate from their work and offered them an opportunity 
to escape the structured activities that are linked to the stressors of learning. Residential 
environmental education is ideally situated to provide opportunities for young people to 
engage with the natural environment in ways that enhance their wellbeing as the majority of 
the stay is taking place in natural environments. Whilst research has long highlighted the 
importance of natural environments for enhancing the wellbeing of young people, through 
theories such as ART (Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989) and SRT (Ulrich, 1983) that highlight the 
natural environments ability to restore depleted emotional and cognitive resources, there 
has been little research into experiences of restoration during curriculum-based experiences 
of nature.  
288 
 
7.4.1. Developing socially and culturally relevant experiences for young people’s wellbeing 
This research highlights the important role of unstructured time in natural 
environments for young people during environmental education, combining theories of 
restoration and sense of agency.  Unstructured opportunities provide young people with the 
chance to escape the stresses of work and experience nature in a way that is considered 
important to them, thus reflective of the affordances and values they seek to place on 
experiences of nature. Further to this, offering unstructured time for the participants removes 
the backdrop of the environment as being solely a learning setting in the context of 
environmental education and allows young people to explore their surroundings in a way 
that is valuable to them. As highlighted in chapter 5, spending time in the natural 
environment was considered to be beneficial to the participants for developing feelings of 
bonding with their friends, which is a key aspect of the participants’ wellbeing as highlighted 
in chapter 4. The consideration of unstructured free time in the natural environment is also 
situated against the understanding that experiences of nature need to be relevant to the 
social and cultural background of the individual, many studies ascertain that any nature 
experience can contribute towards enhanced wellbeing. However, this thesis along with 
research by Milligan and Bingley (2007) shows that not all experiences within nature are 
positive experiences. The natural environment for some of the participants was considered 
to be an environment that they are not used to spending time in, leading to feelings of 
discomfort and anxiety. This was particularly evident when the participants felt that they 
were not given enough time to take in the environment and were expected to be able to just 
get on with the tasks they had been set, even when feelings of discomfort were apparent. 
This further highlights the important role of unstructured time in nature to enhance young 
people’s relationship with nature to support their wellbeing. Subsequently, the reliance on 
nature-based experiences for promoting restoration and wellbeing within environmental 
education needs careful consideration and an understanding of young people’s differing 
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perceptions of what equates to a restorative environment, hence the highlighting of 
unstructured free time where participants are able to choose experiences in the natural 
environment that can support them in developing feelings of restoration. This sits in line with 
elements of ART, where the environment is compatible with an individual's desires and goals 
to support them and help realise these desires to foster restoration (Kaplan, 1995; 
Stevenson et al., 2018). 
Drawing again from objectives 1 and 2, it is clear within this research that spending 
time with friends and being able to develop close connections with people is an important 
part of young people’s wellbeing. Subsequently, opportunities for increasing social bonds 
through being able to spend free time with friends can be considered a key strategy within 
environmental education planning for enhancing young people’s wellbeing. Stoddart (2004) 
has noted that residential outdoor and environmental education is well placed to enhance 
the social capital of young people, through the development of important social relations that 
come with spending time in informal community living and participating in shared activities. 
Beames and Atencio (2008) note that historically, outdoor and environmental education 
programmes have focused on the building of social capital and social connectedness 
through tasks that are specifically designed to facilitate teamwork, yet this has been met 
with some criticisms. Brookes (2002) ascertains that outdoor-based education programmes 
need to incorporate knowledge of the participants understanding of the natural environment, 
by creating approaches that are more attuned to human and environmental relationships to 
support the development of relationships; this resonates with Ife’s (2000) principles of 
community development that includes letting the community develop in culturally 
appropriate ways. 
This research presents further evidence for the inclusion of unstructured free time 
where young people can spend time with their friends for the development of their wellbeing 
during environmental education programmes. For the majority of participants, the residential 
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experience was an opportunity to get to know their classmates better in a different from what 
they are used to, identifying the importance of the relational aspect of environmental 
education. Providing free time for young people within environmental education practice can 
enable young people to develop meaningful relationships, enhance their social skills and 
improve their social bonds, reflective of elements of wellbeing that are important to them. 
Furthermore, providing opportunities for young people to spend free time with their friends 
can not only enhance the participants’ feelings of wellbeing through increased social bonds 
but also their feelings of happiness and help them feel satisfied, and overcome negative 
feelings that may arise within residential environmental education trips. For young people, 
spending time with their friends in autonomous ways can also help them develop a sense of 
agency and identity away from the school-based context of learning, allowing young people 
to develop social experiences that are important to them for fostering feelings of 
connectedness to others.  
As previously discussed, relevant learning experiences during outdoor education are 
important for the participants’ wellbeing as they value the learning experience, and the 
affordances the learning environment offers them are of high importance. As a result, an 
important strategy for environmental education planning is to offer young people 
opportunities for a sense of accomplishment and achievement. This study revealed that the 
best way to incorporate this into environmental education is to ensure that relevant learning 
experiences and opportunities for challenge are a key part of the programme. This research 
revealed how relevant learning experiences allow the participants to achieve goals that they 
subjectively value. An important aspect of this approach to understanding wellbeing in 
relation to young people’s learning values and goals, is to understand their learning 
motivations and needs. The participants’ desires for the learning experience to be relevant 
to their needs is indicative of research into cognitive engagement, which refers to learners’ 
personal investments into learning activities and the commitment to the mastery of learning 
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(Sedaghat et al., 2011), and has yet to be explored in detail within environmental education 
research. Much of the environmental education research has focused on learner outcomes, 
with little attention to the participants’ values and achievement motivations within curriculum-
based environmental education. This research has clearly shown a need to understand the 
achievement-based emotions that occur within curriculum-based environmental education 
programmes, such as hope for success or anxiety about failure that arise from the learning 
experience in order to design relevant learning experiences that supports participants’ 
wellbeing (Doménech-Betoret et al., 2017; Pekrun, 2006). In attending to this, environmental 
education programmes must not apply a ‘one size fits all’ approach to designing their 
programmes, but must consider the social, cultural and educational backgrounds of young 
people and understand their learning values and priorities to design learning programmes 
that can meet their intrinsic learning motivations that support their wellbeing.  
 
7.4.2. Providing opportunities for transformative experiences  
Opportunities for challenge can also be seen as a valued aspect for developing young 
people’s wellbeing within environmental education, in relation to sense of achievement and 
accomplishment. The overall learning experience at FSC Slapton Ley, alongside the 
residential setting, is a different experience from what many of the participants are used to 
experiencing, with the participants stating that feelings of challenge, both mentally and 
physically were a common experience at FSC Slapton Ley and it was these challenging 
experiences that led to opportunities to feel a sense of accomplishment and achievement.  
Transformative learning, according to O’Sullivan (2002) occurs when we can no longer 
interpret current experiences in terms of our old assumptions and our cognitive systems 
search for new ways to understand them until they make sense, reflective of the participants’ 
experiences of challenge. These transformative experiences are followed by increased 
critical self-reflection, social interactions, planning for action and building competence and 
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self-confidence in new roles and relationships as a result of experiences that are considered 
to lead to personal growth (D’Amato & Krasny, 2011; Mezirow, 2003). The participants’ 
reflections of challenging experiences within environmental education support these notions 
that disorienting experiences, which are followed by reflection and feelings of 
accomplishment, can be implemented within environmental education to support young 
people’s wellbeing.  
An important consideration within this approach to developing wellbeing from 
challenging experiences is the role that tutors play in supporting the participants to overcome 
the challenges and the relevance of the challenges to their learning needs – linking back to 
motivation and subjective value of tasks (if there was no value to the challenge that the 
participants could see, the challenge was more likely to lead to negative emotions). Within 
this research, the participants often emphasized the role that the tutors played in influencing 
their feelings of wellbeing. Within the participants’ discussions, it became apparent that the 
tutors played a key role in shaping the participants’ experiences, for some groups this was 
related to how the tutor made them feel and in other groups, whether or not the participants 
felt the tutor was suitably facilitating their learning. Feeling safe is an important aspect of 
challenging experiences, with adventure education philosophers arguing that the feeling of 
controlled exposure to challenge can enhance people’s psychological resilience (Neill & 
Dias, 2001). Within this research, the participants noted the role of the tutors in making them 
feel safe when they felt challenged or out of their comfort zones. The empirical data 
demonstrated that the tutors played a role in the participants overcoming these feelings of 
challenge and supporting them in feeling settled in an unknown environment, emphasising 
the importance of positive and supportive tutors that understand and value the needs of 
learners. This finding is in line with literature that has explored the experience of challenge 
within outdoor experiences as a predictor of wellbeing and highlights that social support and 
a perceived sense of a supportive social network within these experiences is an important 
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predictor for developing psychological resilience and positive feelings within these settings 
(D’Amato & Krasny, 2011; McKenzie, 2000; Neill & Dias, 2001). 
Whilst the data reveals that challenge is an important consideration for developing 
wellbeing within environmental education, it is important to ensure that these challenging 
experiences lead to feelings of accomplishment and positive emotions, thus the 
implementation of suitable challenging experiences within environmental education for 
promoting wellbeing can become a challenge. Firstly, when thinking about the sorts of 
experiences that can challenge the participants appropriately and in ways that are relevant 
to them as individuals through both physical and mental challenges and secondly, ensuring 
that the participants are able to reflect on how the experience was able to lead to positive 
feelings that can contribute towards overall feelings of wellbeing to recognise the positive 
outcome. As a result, this research reveals that the inclusion and focus on opportunities for 
young people within environmental education that foster feelings of challenge and 
accomplishment can be seen to promote wellbeing through the challenges that occur 
through learning experiences and the wider social, environmental and physical experiences 
of environmental education. 
 
7.4.3. Summary 
Combined with the empirical data and literature, this objective has highlighted 
approaches to environmental education that can promote and support the development of 
wellbeing in young people in ways that have been considered by young people themselves. 
This research makes the case for ensuring that approaches to environmental education are 
situated in socially and culturally relevant experiences for young people that support and 
develop their feelings of autonomy and agency that are in line with their conceptualisations 
of wellbeing. In considering how environmental education can support young people’s 
wellbeing this research has made it apparent that learning experiences must have the 
294 
 
interest of young people as a central underpinning of its programme development and must 
seek to recognise their expectations and values. Further to this, challenge plays an 
important part in developing young people’s wellbeing in these settings; this research, 
combined with relevant literature asserts that challenging and transformative experiences 
are key to developing wellbeing. In line with research by O’Sullivan (2002) and Mezirow 
(2003), this research objective has highlighted the need for environmental education 
programmes to provide relevant and challenging experiences for young people, combined 
with supportive environments to develop their wellbeing that consider their autonomy and 
agency.  
 
7.5. Concluding summary  
This chapter has situated the empirical data against the objectives of this research in 
relation to current and relevant literature. Within this chapter, several key points have been 
bought to the fore in considering young people’s wellbeing and its development within 
environmental education against literature and the objectives of this research making 
important contributions along the way.  
Although considered in some detail in chapter 4, the key social elements of young 
people’s conceptualisation of wellbeing have been expanded upon within this chapter and 
discussed in consideration of how these social and relational elements of young people’s 
wellbeing are supported and developed within environmental education. It has been well 
established within literature that residential outdoor and environmental education 
approaches have a number of important social wellbeing impacts (Loeffler, 2004; Lynch, 
2000), yet this research has raised important considerations into how these social benefits 
are formed within a curriculum-based environmental education, with many participants 
attributing these benefits to free time away from learning, which makes up a small part of 
their time on environmental education programmes. This research subsequently makes a 
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case for the importance of curriculum-based environmental education programmes to offer 
young people free time away from learning to develop social bonds, through autonomous 
experiences that are afforded to them in less structured activities.  
Further to this, feelings of self-confidence and enjoyment, as discussed within the 
participants’ conceptualisation of wellbeing, have been linked to agency and autonomy and 
linked to a positive sense of identity that increases through developing feelings of agency 
(Furrow et al., 2004; Kumpulainen et al., 2014), which was subsequently discussed by the 
participants in relation to their experiences of wellbeing within environmental education. 
Theory of affordances and SDT (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2000) have been 
discussed in relation to the empirical data within this chapter and support key arguments of 
this research that environmental education needs to consider young people’s expectations 
and values in order to support their autonomy and agency to promote their wellbeing. This 
research also presents an important insight into the participants’ experiences of challenge 
within environmental education and how this can be framed to promote their wellbeing. 
Transformative learning experiences are seen by both the participants within this research 
and current literature as being supportive of wellbeing when combined with a supportive 
learning environment offered by staff and tutors within environmental education settings. 
However, it is key for these experiences to be relevant to the participants, for them to place 
value on them and be motivated to achieve the important outcomes that come with these 
challenging experiences, as highlighted by D’Amato and Krasny (2011).  
Arguably, this research has highlighted the importance of considering young people’s 
perceptions of their wellbeing and experiences of environmental education through the use 
of methodologies that challenge positivist approaches to research and that can give voice 
to young people. The social constructivist-based framework to this research has allowed 
young people’s experiences and perceptions of environmental education to be at the fore of 
the research and has highlighted the importance of understanding young people’s values 
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and learning needs to understand how curriculum-based environmental education can 
support and develop their wellbeing. These considerations have been underpinned by the 
role that young people’s agency and autonomy plays in enhancing their overall wellbeing 
across many of the elements of wellbeing that have been discussed within this chapter. The 
following chapter will conclude this research by discussing the key conceptual contributions 

























This thesis has positioned itself as an examination of environmental education in the 
UK according to the lived experience of young people and presents a novel approach to 
exploring the complex relationship between environmental education and wellbeing, using 
social constructivism as an underlying theoretical framework. The research has engaged 
with young people from across the UK in order to understand how wellbeing is constructed 
by young people and subsequently experienced in the setting of environmental education, 
specifically in the case of FSC Slapton Ley. Emerging from this research is a set of themes 
relating to each of the research objectives, with these themes forming the basis of the 
empirical analysis and discussion that takes place in chapter 7. This final concluding chapter 
brings together the findings presented in empirical chapters 4, 5 and 6, to present a more 
detailed discussion into the broader conceptual contributions of this thesis, the wider context 
and the limitations, followed by some concluding comments. 
 
8.2. Recapitulation of research and findings  
8.2.1. Research aim and objectives  
This research has presented a qualitative inquiry to capture young people’s 
conceptualisations of wellbeing and their lived experience of environmental education. 
Presenting multiple interlinked themes, it has been driven by three core objectives in relation 
to the current research gap in environmental education research: 
 
Objective 1: To understand how young people characterise wellbeing.  
 
Objective 2: To identify how and why residential environmental education experiences may 




Objective 3: To explore how residential environmental education can promote the wellbeing 
needs of young people. 
 
This research has focused on residential environmental education in the UK that has 
a curriculum-based focus, exploring the perspectives of young people between the ages of 
14 and 18. The research aimed to explore young people’s conceptualisations of wellbeing, 
seeking to understand how they come to define and understand wellbeing from their 
perspective. Further to this, the research aimed to identify the ways in which curriculum-
based residential environmental education can be seen to influence young people’s 
wellbeing. The research has explored the lived experiences of young people and how these 
experiences have contributed towards shaping, challenging and promoting their feelings of 
wellbeing. Taking these experiences into account, this research then explored the ways in 
which environmental education can support the positive development of young people’s 
wellbeing through appropriate and effective teaching and learning strategies and the framing 
of environmental education experiences. The findings of this research are central to this 
thesis’ original contribution, given the predominant focus on instrumental learning within the 
FSC their recent engagement with wellbeing within their learning programmes presents a 
timely and relevant consideration of strategies that seek to promote the wellbeing of young 
people given the current educational and health and wellbeing debates within the UK.  
 
8.3. Research contributions 
 This research has contributed to the fields of environmental education and health and 
wellbeing within a geographical context. Alongside this, it has furthered and developed 
insights into the importance of qualitative research methods in wellbeing research that seeks 
to gather insights into the lives of young people. Previous research and literature within 
these fields, along with previous approaches to similar research, have been explored within 
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chapter 2. This thesis has explored the empirical data gathered throughout the research 
process in relation to literature and will now move onto highlight the key contributions that 
this research has made as a result of the assimilations made between the empirical findings 
and literature.  
Broadly, this research has challenged assumptions about the way nature is utilised 
in wellbeing interventions, highlighting the role that social and cultural backgrounds can play 
in the way nature is experienced by different groups and explored ways in which this can be 
addressed within environmental education. Therefore, a key contribution of this research is 
in addressing the identified research gaps by providing an empirical analysis of the 
relationship between environmental education and wellbeing. This represents a departure 
from existing approaches in two ways. Firstly, a social constructivist approach to wellbeing 
research acknowledges the dynamic interplay between the social and environmental 
contexts of young people’s lives, offering an alternative space for exploring how wellbeing 
benefits arise, particularly concerning experiences in the natural environment. Secondly, this 
research left behind outcome-based research into wellbeing experiences to focus on the 
participants’ lived experiences of wellbeing to expose the mediators of wellbeing within 
environmental education and the values and motivators that individuals hold that can play a 
part in contributing towards their experience of wellbeing in various settings. Autonomy and 
agency manifested themselves as the linking element for exploring the mechanisms that 
direct the environmental education and wellbeing relationship. Subsequently, the point of 
this research has been to move debates forward as to how to best design environmental 
education programmes that meet the needs of the young people taking part in them and 
highlight methodologies that give a voice to young people and explore their own lived 
experience. The main contributions of this research to the wider field of education, health 




8.3.1. Challenges to positivist and quantitative-based understandings of wellbeing 
This research has presented an alternative conceptual framework for the exploration 
of wellbeing in the context of curriculum-based environmental education. By undertaking 
research through a geographical lens and drawing from a social constructivist framework 
this thesis has offered a novel approach to exploring the complex relationship between 
curriculum-based environmental education and wellbeing, and how environmental 
education strategies can be designed to support the wellbeing of young people. This study 
was undertaken using a qualitative approach, moving away from the predominant focus of 
wellbeing scales used to understand wellbeing (Ben-Arieh, 2007; Ben-Arieh, 2010) by 
focusing on participants’ perspectives, in doing so, countering the predominant positivist 
understanding of young people’s wellbeing (Fattore et al., 2007). Specifically, the use of 
solicited participant diaries which is considered under-utilised as a qualitative technique in 
wellbeing research allowed for an in-depth exploration of the participants’ emotions and how 
these were mediated during their time at FSC Slapton Ley (Milligan et al., 2005). Combined 
with focus groups, this research approach provided a contrast to positivist methodologies 
by enabling an exploration of the participants’ construction of wellbeing and their lived 
experiences throughout curriculum-based environmental education at FSC Slapton Ley. In 
this way, the exploration of the participants’ experiences incorporated both the individual 
and group understandings of wellbeing and their experiences, to form a socially constructed 
overall understanding of the mediators of wellbeing in environmental education. The data 
that was collected throughout this research did not seek to be representative of the 
experiences of all young people that participate in curriculum-based environmental 
education across different settings, yet it offers valuable insights and answers to the 
research objectives and has generated important, cross-cutting themes for each objective 
that have been described throughout this chapter. 
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The qualitative, social constructivist framework to this research has been an 
important basis for developing the key themes that apply to the design and delivery of 
environmental education strategies that seek to support and develop the wellbeing of young 
people. In addition to this, this research has provided evidence of the importance of 
gathering qualitative data that unearths people’s perceptions and experiences of wellbeing. 
The value of utilising a qualitative-based approach to wellbeing research, with a social 
constructivist framework, has been discussed within chapter 3 and throughout chapters 4, 
5 and 6. This research has therefore highlighted the need for and value that a qualitative 
based approached to researching wellbeing can bring to the field. This research sits in line 
with and supports recent research in the emerging field of sociology of childhood that has 
reinforced the value of moving beyond positivist understandings of wellbeing that focus on 
quantitative methodologies, to include young people’s constructions of wellbeing. This 
approach can enhance our understanding of the lived experience of wellbeing in the spaces 
and places young people move between, subsequently enabling researchers to 
appropriately frame health and wellbeing interventions (Danby & Farrell, 2004; Mason & 
Hood, 2011; Mayall, 2012). Within geographical research, there has been particular 
attention paid to the intersection of health and space and the role that particular 
environments play in supporting wellbeing, paying specific attention to the role of 
educational spaces for young people’s wellbeing, owing to the fact this is where they spend 
the majority of their adolescent lives (Fleuret & Atkinson, 2007; Fuller, 2016).  
 
8.3.2. The value of young people’s perspectives of environmental education programmes – 
giving young people voice 
This study has demonstrated how considering young people’s perspectives and 
giving them voice in educational decisions that affect their lives is a valuable process and 
can broaden our understanding of the complex and relational dynamics involved in the 
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learning processes that influences their wellbeing. Educational decisions that are 
undertaken by those of power in residential learning settings (especially when focusing in 
curriculum-driven residential settings) can be seen to affect young people’s wellbeing by 
taking away their ability to carry out tasks that they value and as this research has 
highlighted negatively influence their feelings of agency and autonomy.  
Young people should be active agents of their own learning, Lipmann (2003) 
suggests that the most disappointing aspect of traditional education approaches is its failure 
to form individuals that are able to reason and think for themselves. In line with this, this 
research argues that environmental education needs to be a space where young people’s 
agency and autonomy is realised, and educational opportunities are offered to young people 
through a collaborative and exploratory process, with both the learners and the educators 
involved in shaping the learning approach, in this way giving voice and mechanism to young 
people as competent actors of their own worlds. By exploring young people’s lived 
experiences of environmental education and their subsequent feedback of the experiences 
framed around their wellbeing, this research makes the case that within environmental 
education, in particular instrumentally driven experiences such as those at FSC Slapton Ley 
that prioritise education outcomes over the process and learning attainment over the overall 
experience, educators must seek to understand and prioritise learners’ values and 
expectations.  
In line with motivation theories such as EVT (Eccles, 1983) and SDT (Deci & Ryan, 
1985; Ryan & Deci, 2000), I argue that the research findings imply that within achievement-
based education settings, the conditions of learning experiences for wellbeing need to 
nurture young people’s psychological need satisfaction, the need for feelings of competence 
and the need for feeling of volition and autonomy over the activities that they are 
undertaking. This argument is based upon the fact that young people are entering 
environmental education settings with their own pre-determined cultural and social norms 
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and identities that frame their expectations and that without considering these, 
environmental education programmes cannot meet the needs required to support and 
develop young people’s wellbeing (Rickinson, 2001; Zachariou et al., 2019). 
 
8.3.3. The multidimensional nature of field learning experiences for wellbeing 
This research has uncovered the various ways in which environmental education can 
impact the wellbeing of young people, highlighting the multidimensional nature of field 
learning experiences. The research has provided an illuminating insight into the intersection 
of the formal and informal learning experiences that occur within curriculum-based 
environmental education and highlights the physical, social, emotional and cognitive 
elements that play a part in the development of young people’s wellbeing within 
environmental education. Through the examination of young people’s lived experience of 
environmental education, this research has furthered the understanding of the multi-
dimensional nature of young people’s wellbeing experiences and indicates that curriculum-
based environmental education that seeks to positively impact upon wellbeing must consider 
the multidimensional nature of both wellbeing and the field experiences that impact upon 
wellbeing. Thus, this research builds upon work by Wals and Dillon (2013) that states that 
environmental education should create space for the multiple, meaningful interactions to 
take place and that authentic and multidimensional experiences are essential to 
environmental education (Nazir & Pedretti, 2016).  
Arguably, this research challenges the view that nature-based experiences within 
outdoor education experiences uncritically lead to increased wellbeing and recognises that 
there are a number of different elements at play within environmental education that play a 
part in developing the wellbeing of young people (MacKerron & Mourato, 2013; Martin, 2004; 
Milligan & Bingley, 2007). Alongside this, this research highlights the need to understand 
young people’s values and motivations within learning environments that influence how the 
305 
 
multidimensional elements of environmental education impact their wellbeing. It is argued 
that much of the research into young people’s experiences of nature, particularly in the 
setting of environmental education fail to reflect a conceptualisation of experience that 
synthesises the different dimensions of experience and incorporate how experiences of 
environmental education exist beyond those related to the performance and experience of 
the natural environment (Linzmayer et al., 2014). I argue that the findings of this research 
contribute to the body of knowledge that seeks to move beyond the sole focus of the 
experience of nature within environmental education and assert that field-based learning 
offers a myriad of experiences that can be harnessed to support the wellbeing of young 
people. From this viewpoint, this research has highlighted that we must seek to incorporate 
the relational, cognitive and place-based experiences that young people highlight as being 
relevant to their wellbeing within environmental education. Alongside this, the multiple 
values and motivations that young people hold regarding environmental education must be 
incorporated into strategies and approaches that are designed to support young people’s 
wellbeing. The multidimensional nature of environmental education experiences that have 
been discussed within this research must be considered, to incorporate the differing ways 
in which young people engage with and experience the setting and context of environmental 
education (Brown, 2012; Quay, 2013; Taguchi, 2010).  
 
8.3.4. Getting the balance right – the challenging nature of curriculum-based environmental 
education for wellbeing 
In the case of this research, it became clear that the participants had a variety of 
different perceptions of the purpose and objectives of curriculum-based learning within an 
environmental education context, reflecting previous research which has highlighted the 
contentious issue of the purpose and practice of environmental education (Potter, 2009; 
Rickinson, 2001; Stevenson, 2007). However, this research has uncovered several different 
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expectations of environmental education, particularly within the framing of curriculum-based 
environmental education. It has highlighted tensions between educators' core work at FSC 
Slapton Ley of providing a formal learning environment, yet also providing wellbeing 
outcomes for learners.  
Arguably, the performance of the natural environment from a curriculum-based 
environmental education perspective has been viewed as pedagogically based and utilised 
as a learning tool (Hernández-Morcillo et al., 2013; Russell, 2005), yet as highlighted within 
this research, this can present some conflict between young people’s understanding of the 
natural environment as a space for providing an opportunity for restoration, relaxation, 
feelings of calmness and a setting to develop social bonds. As a result, a number of the 
participants spoke about the conflicting feelings that arose from having to do work whilst in 
natural environments as negatively impacting their wellbeing. According to Stables and 
Bishop (2001), environmental education is considered a field that needs to be underpinned 
by experiences of hard science and learning, whilst others argue that environmental 
education needs to be self-directed learning that forges a relationship between the learner 
and the natural world through exploration. Consequently, this research highlights that it is 
not only researchers and policymakers that struggle to define and understand the purpose 
and objectives of nature-based environmental education but also the learners engaged with 
the programmes furthering research by Waite (2007) and Waite & Davis (2007) that 
suggests that when learning is taken beyond the classroom, the structures which define 
work and play may become distorted. 
  This study has revealed a difference of understanding between learners and their 
views of environmental education, with several participants expressing a need for structure 
and a more cognitive-based approach to learning to support their wellbeing, whilst others 
valued and understood environmental education as an opportunity for experiencing the 
natural world and developing a connection to nature and others, to enhance their wellbeing. 
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Therefore, this research argues that the development of wellbeing strategies within 
curriculum-based environmental education requires a careful balance of learning 
approaches that fully accommodate the complexity of environmental education perceptions 
that young people hold. From this perspective, this research makes the case that 
environmental education approaches that seek to support the wellbeing of young people 
should foster interventions and approaches that can balance young people’s cognitive 
values and aspirations and their need for free time to experience nature in an unstructured 
manner away from formal learning approaches and that consider young people’s multiple 
perceptions of environmental education. A key contribution of this research is therefore the 
highlighting of the need for environmental education to balance the multiple expectations of 
learning programmes that exist, alongside the multiple ways in which wellbeing is fostered 
within these settings and provides an interesting insight into how the contested purpose of 
environmental education is not only an important consideration within research but for young 
people themselves and in turn their wellbeing.  
 
8.3.5 Challenging the dominant perceptions of the restorative qualities of nature  
Contributing to the fields of environmental psychology, cultural geography and 
geographies of health, this research also challenges the dominant perceptions of the 
restorative qualities of nature. The restorative benefits of natural environments has been 
well documented within literature (Bowler et al., 2010; Miller, 2006; White et al., 2013); 
however this research has highlighted that not all young people gain restorative benefits 
from the natural environment. In line with research by Gatersleben and Andrews (2013) and 
Milligan and Bingley (2007), my research has demonstrated that people have different 
perceptions of the natural environment and that a range of different influences shape young 
people’s relationship with the natural environment. Young people construct a variety of 
meanings and understandings about the social and spatial environments in which they live 
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and the environments within which young people move through have changed over recent 
years, with urban environments being the setting for the majority of most Western young 
people (Béneker et al., 2010; McKendrick, 2000).  
A large number of the participants within this research come from urban backgrounds 
and subsequently stated that they are comfortable in urban environments and not used to 
the rural, isolated environment of Slapton Ley, with it sometimes making them uneasy. 
Arguably, we must begin to consider the environmental spaces that have framed young 
people’s lives and begin to take a more critical stance towards the notion of the natural 
environment as a restorative for young people. As highlighted by Kellert (2002) and Louv 
(2005) in an era of declining access to nature, evidence suggests that the expected affinity 
to nature is not so instinctive. This research begins to reveal that how nature has been 
previously experienced in young people’s lives may play a part in moderating the restorative 
effects of nature and that in order to utilise the natural environmental as a tool for enhancing 
the wellbeing of young people we need to first understand young people’s perceptions of 
the natural environment.  
This finding furthers research by Bixler and Carlisle (1994) that explored minority 
groups’ perceptions of the nature and identified that young people held multiple fears relating 
to animals, hazards and debris. This led to the suggestion that for many young people, new 
experiences in natural environments can lead to ‘cognitive chaos’ where they become 
overwhelmed by the number of new experiences, unrecognisable objects, smells and 
sounds. Further to this and supporting the argument within this thesis, a study by Hyun 
(2005) noted that fears of nature are passed down from one generation to another and 
subsequently influence how nature is experienced. A key contribution of this research is 
highlighting the need for outdoor practitioners and teachers to understand how young people 
formulate meaning of nature and therefore offers new insights into the concepts of 
restorative environments. To further this understanding, this thesis argues for a deeper 
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understanding of how environments are experienced by individuals from varying cultural and 
social backgrounds and how this influences the restorative potential of the natural 
environment for young people.   
 
8.4. The complex realities of situating the recommendations of this research 
 This thesis has made several recommendations to take into consideration when 
designing environmental education programmes that seek to enhance the wellbeing of 
young people. However, it is important to acknowledge the complex realities of putting these 
recommendations into practice. It is relatively easy to make recommendations from research 
about the best pedagogical approaches for supporting young people, yet formal education 
programmes are situated within a wider political landscape of educational policy that has a 
dominant focus on assessment-based education. Alongside this, schools that are engaging 
with formal environmental education programmes are faced with increased pressures to 
succeed academically and environmental education providers have to consider the financial 
realities of reframing environmental education for wellbeing.  
 When considering how environmental education can promote the wellbeing needs of 
young people, particularly in the context of formal environmental education, this thesis 
highlights the need to develop culturally and socially relevant experiences for young people 
alongside providing transformative experiences for young people. Yet, putting this into 
practice presents further implications for environmental education as the idea of reframing 
programmes to meet the specific needs of young people can take valuable time and money 
from the running of an organisation. Viewing this in a broader sense, questions also may 
arise as to how environmental education providers and schools can feasibly understand the 
social and cultural backgrounds of young people before they engage with them.  
 Furthermore, as previously mentioned within this thesis, the role and purpose of 
curriculum-based environmental education has come under scrutiny as questions arise as 
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to whether environmental education should offer hard science and learning, or begin to 
develop softer skills in young people that develop resilience, happiness and wellbeing 
(Potter, 2009; Stables & Bishop, 2001; Stevenson, 2007). The context of this research is 
framed around curriculum-based environmental education and with this in mind, 
implementing strategies for wellbeing within environmental education programmes that are 
framed around the needs of the curriculum and academic achievement may be met with 
contention. Schools visiting and paying for environmental education expect academic needs 
to be made a priority, in order to meet the curriculum aims and to achieve academic success. 
Implementing wellbeing strategies within formal environmental education settings must be 
seen to add value to the learning of young people and contribute towards to political 
landscape of the current educational climate.  
 
8.5. Limitations to research 
In the process of developing this research, a number of methodological strengths and 
limitations were uncovered, as discussed in chapter 3. Throughout the fieldwork, further 
implications to carrying out this research became apparent. This section will provide a 
summary of the key limitations and problems with carrying out the research.  The main focus 
on the limitations will be on the time frame for the research and the issues that arose working 
with school groups visiting a centre with a busy timetable. It will also discuss the interactions 
with the participants and how these may influence the data.    
 
8.5.1. Focus group time management  
The framing of this research was around exploring the lived experience of young 
people taking part in curriculum-based environmental education, utilising focus groups pre 
and post-visit, ideally carried out before any activities were undertaken with FSC tutors to 
ensure the participants had not developed any preconceptions before the initial focus group 
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(carried out on the day the participants arrive and the day they leave). It soon became 
apparent that as a result of the busy time schedules the participants have during their stay 
at FSC Slapton Ley, this would not be possible with every group. It was also important to 
recognise that the students needed their free time at FSC Slapton Ley and I did not want to 
impinge upon that with my research. As a result of this, several focus groups took place after 
the participants had had a day of activities at FSC Slapton Ley meaning that they came into 
the initial focus group with some preconceptions about their stay before we discussed how 
they thought it might make them feel and the expectations they had of the trip. Similarly, a 
number of post-trip focus groups were carried out in the evening before they left, meaning 
they still had some experiences left to occur. It would have been valuable for this research 
to ensure that all focus groups were carried out at the same points of the participants’ trip to 
ensure that there was continuity across the participants’ experiences when discussed in the 
focus groups. However, owing to the busy schedules of the participants and the tutors, 
ensuring this was not a viable option and an element of flexibility had to be given to this 
research.  
 
8.5.2. Participants within the focus groups  
An issue with focus groups is the number of participants that can take part within 
them. Often schools visiting would have a large number of students meaning I could not 
carry out focus groups with every student. This would often lead to school teachers choosing 
students that had volunteered to take part in the research. A number of teachers stated that 
they had chosen students that would be talkative, loud and be able to offer the most to my 
research. When viewed within the research setting, it could be seen that this leads to bias 
in my research as students taking part in the focus groups were often young people that 
enjoy talking and were happy to engage with conversations about their feelings, emotions 
and experiences, thus not reflective of a broader demographic of students visiting FSC 
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Slapton Ley. Whilst this was not the case for the majority of the focus groups, it is worth 
reflecting on and further noting that this research does not seek to reflect the overall opinions 
of young people. However, the participant diaries which were taken out by most of the 
students were able to counteract this and include perspectives of students that were less 
willing to take part in focus groups.  
 
8.5.3. Researcher-participant interactions (focus groups) 
Further expanding upon the above limitation, similar issues arose in response to 
questions used within the focus groups. Whilst many of the participants were happy to 
engage in the conversations within the focus groups, some participants found it harder to 
engage with the discussions and found the topic of conversation quite difficult. As a result, 
gathering responses from all participants within the focus groups also presented a 
challenge, further reflecting that the data is not fully comprehensive of all the individuals that 
took part. In addition, owing to the ethical considerations of this research, the participants 
were aware of the purpose of this research the key objectives. This led to some interactions 
with the participants becoming biased, with the participants sometimes seeking to answer 
questions in ways that they thought I wanted them to. I tried to make sure that the 
participants knew they could say whatever they wanted throughout the focus groups in order 
to eliminate any potential bias, but it is not always possible to remove this completely. 
Therefore, it is important to reflect that there may be some participant bias apparent in this 
research.  
 
8.5.4. Participants’ engagement with diaries  
Throughout the research, it became clear that participants engaged with the diaries 
in different ways. Some participants completed their diaries with lots of detail each day, 
whilst others chose to only write a couple of sentences or even leave pages blank. Again, 
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this reflects how participants engaged with the research in different ways and reiterates the 
point that each element of data is not reflective of the group as a whole. 
 
8.6. Recommendations for future research 
  In undertaking research that is considered more of an alternative approach to 
research health and wellbeing interventions, this research has revealed a number of 
different opportunities for further research and inquiry. The following section highlights a 
number of these potential avenues, relating to the nexus of environmental education and 
wellbeing, and the advancement of the wellbeing agenda within curriculum-based 
environmental education.  
 
8.6.1. Exploring further issues beyond the scope of this thesis  
 This thesis has explored the role and potential for of environmental education for 
enhancing the wellbeing of young people however, the data that has been collected within 
this thesis could be used to address a range of different issues beyond the scope of this 
research. Drawing from discussions within this this research that highlight the need for 
socially and culturally relevant environmental education experiences, the data collected 
throughout this research could be used to further research into the differences that individual 
characteristics of young people may have on their feelings of being in or out of place within 
the natural environment. Individual characteristics of the participants involved in this 
research such as school type, race, gender, age were collected – analysing this data and 
exploring correlations between these individual characteristics and experiences of the 
natural environment and environmental education could contribute towards fields of 
environmental psychology and cultural geography by illuminating any potential 
characteristics that influence how young people engage with and relate to the natural 
environment. Further to this, this research collected data in the form of drawings that 
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captured spaces and places that contribute to young people’s wellbeing. Exploring these 
drawings in more detail and focusing specifically on places and the activities that happen in 
these places that contribute towards the wellbeing of young people can help build a detailed 
picture of what spaces and places are valuable to young people. This data can then 
contribute to research that seeks to understand the values of young people and the ways in 
which environments can be designed to enhance their wellbeing.  
   
8.6.2. Further application of qualitative research, from a social constructivist perspective 
This research has provided valuable qualitative insight into the lived experiences of 
wellbeing at one curriculum-based environmental education provider, from a social 
constructivist perspective that seeks to explore how experiences are constructed in relation 
to social backgrounds and relational experiences. Whilst it provides a good overview of the 
experiences of the young people that took part in this research, further inquiry that is set 
within the social constructivist perspective is advocated in order to build a detailed and in-
depth research base that further illuminates the value of this research perspective in 
exploring the wellbeing experiences of young people in environmental education contexts.  
This thesis presented a case for the use of methods that prioritise the voices of young people 
through the use of focus groups and journals. Within the field of the sociology of childhood, 
a number of different methods to capture young people’s voices have been explored such 
as video, audio diaries, photography and interviews (Prout and James, 2003; Clark, 2005; 
Brady, Lowe and Lauritzen, 2015). In order to further qualitative research from a social 
constructivist perspective, a range of other methodological approaches can be utilised in 






8.6.3. Applying this research approach to other environmental education contexts  
This research has been carried out within a very specific location, with the 
experiences the participants had, such as the education and environmental, cultural and 
social setting being specific to FSC Slapton Ley. FSC Slapton Ley is situated in a very rural, 
coastal area which provides opportunities for learners to experience geographical processes 
and environments that are unique to the setting. Other environmental education providers 
are situated within different surroundings and environments, therefore extending this 
research to different contexts would yield rich empirical data, which could subsequently be 
explored and compared and contrasted across each setting to search for any similarities 
and differences between how the participants experience curriculum-based environmental 
education. Further to this, it could also offer a more diverse understanding of how different 
social and cultural backgrounds perceive this lived experience as more young people 
become involved in this sort of participant perspective research.  
 
8.6.4. Including longitudinal research into the exploration of young people’s lived 
experiences of environmental education and wellbeing 
This research has provided a snapshot of the lived experiences of the participants 
during their stay at FSC Slapton Ley as they unfold. To further understand how these lived 
experiences influence young people’s wellbeing it would be valuable to capture and explore 
how the influence of environmental education extends beyond the immediate experience, to 
explore if and how any changes last for an extended period of time.  
 
8.7. Concluding remarks 
This thesis has challenged positivist approaches to wellbeing and interrogated 
current knowledge about how young people experience the natural environment within 
environmental education and the interlinkages between curriculum-based experiences of 
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environmental education and feelings of wellbeing. Drawing from a social constructivist 
framework this research has presented an analysis that provides a deep insight into young 
people’s perspectives of wellbeing and the mediators of wellbeing within environmental 
education. Through utilising this conceptual framework, this thesis has identified the value 
of embracing a learner-focused approach to the development of wellbeing in environmental 
education, focusing on the autonomy and agency of young people within educational 
experiences to carry out the experiences that they value. It has identified the value of a 
richer engagement with the social and cultural contexts of learner’s lives and the need to 
include emotional dimensions that relate to restoration, interpersonal experiences and 
achievement within policies and practices that are aimed at supporting the development of 
wellbeing for young people in these settings. However, this research has also identified there 
exists a conflict of interest for extending these practices into curriculum-based outdoor 
experiences, as the participants often highlight some contention between the values and 
outcomes they wish to achieve in these settings, with conflict between restorative outcomes, 
social outcomes and achievement-based outcomes. Thus, highlighting the tensions that 
exist in curriculum-based wellbeing interventions and the need for formal education practice 
and environmental education to balance the competing values of young people in these 
settings, whilst simultaneously delivering the aims of the environmental education 
programmes.  
In centring teaching and learning approaches on the wellbeing of people, 
environmental education providers have undergone a dramatic shift from the traditional 
approach of predominantly focusing on developing ecological knowledge and awareness. 
By utilising an emotionally situated, socially constructed approach, environmental education 
providers have the potential to reimagine the connections between the natural environment 
and young people as they move through programmes and help develop wellbeing in young 
people in socially and culturally appropriate ways. Altogether, this study has contributed to 
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a wider existing literature by revealing how young people understand wellbeing and what 
meanings they attach to it and the lived experience of wellbeing within curriculum-based 
environmental education. Through placing value on and listening to young people’s voices 
on the lived experience of wellbeing in environmental education, this research helps to 
illuminate the pathways through which experiences within environmental education can 
contribute towards wellbeing. These pathways include the creation of learning experiences 
that promote young people’s agency and autonomy, where their values and motivations are 
understood and connections to both people and the natural environment are fostered. These 
mediators and pathways are important to note, as the health and wellbeing of young people 
are becoming valued as a core component of educational policy. Therefore, this is a relevant 
and timely opportunity to explore how environmental education practices might contribute to 
the wellbeing of young people. With a recent increase in the focus of the wellbeing of young 
people and creating educational environments where their social, emotional and mental 
competencies are supported and developed alongside their academic learning, this study 
provides an important exploration of how young people themselves experience wellbeing in 
curriculum-based environmental education experiences, providing an insight into the ways 





Appendix 1: school recruitment email 
Dear 
I am writing to inquire about working with your school during your visit to FSC Slapton Ley. 
I am a doctoral student at Exeter University working on a research project that is jointly 
funded by Exeter University and The Field Studies Council. My research project ‘exploring 
the relationship between environmental education and young people’s wellbeing’ aims to 
examine how young people experience environmental education and the everyday 
experiences and practices that contribute towards positive feelings in residential settings.  
The research will focus on young people’s direct experiences and I am looking to work with 
students between the ages of 14 and 18 as they take part in activities at FSC Slapton Ley - 
as a result, I am looking for schools who are visiting FSC Slapton Ley that would be willing 
to take part in this research. By taking part in this research, your school would be contributing 
towards a project that will deepen the understanding of the relationship between wellbeing 
and learning environments for young people, as such contributing towards developing ways 
of enhancing environmental education for students in the future.  
Participation from your school would allow me to work with consenting students in focus 
groups and offer students the opportunity to keep a diary during their stay at FSC Slapton 
Ley. The focus groups will be audio-recorded and written consent from students will be 
required for this. Only consenting students will take part in the research and full information 
about the research will be provided for the students before they make a decision about 
participation, participants may also withdraw at any point should they wish to. Exeter 
University has strict ethical procedures on conducting research with young people in line 
with current UK guidelines and this research has full ethical approval.  
I have attached an information sheet that provides further details about the research and 
the research process. Please have a read through the information sheet and decide if you 
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would like your school to participate in the research, if you have any questions then please 
do not hesitate to contact me via email rm642@exeter.ac.uk or phone 07541797562.  
Once you have decided if your school would like to take part then please email me the 
attached consent form at the bottom of the information sheet and I will send you further 
information and details of what happens next.  











Your school is invited to take part in research exploring the relationship between 
environmental education and young people’s wellbeing. Before you decide if you would like 
your school to participate in this research it is important that you understand the purpose of 
the research and what it will involve. Please read the following information carefully and take 
time to decide if you would be happy for your school to participate. If you have any questions, 
then please don’t hesitate to contact me for more information.  
 
Why is my school being approached? 
This research is placing a focus on young people’s experiences of environmental education. 
As part of this research I need to work alongside groups as they take part in environmental 
education activities. As you have a planned visit to FSC Slapton Ley, I would like to invite 
you to take part in this research. 
 
Title of research 
Exploring the relationship between environmental education and young people’s wellbeing 
 
What is the research project? 
The central aim of this research is to explore the everyday experiences and practices within 
environmental education that contribute towards positive feelings of wellbeing in young 
people. Firstly, the research seeks to understand how young people define wellbeing and 
secondly, how residential environmental education programmes influence daily feelings of 
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wellbeing. There is a lack of accounts focusing on young people and their wellbeing in the 
setting of environmental education that prevents their voices becoming a part of the wider 
dialogue in the development of education programmes, this research will utilise student 
voice to understand how young people themselves define wellbeing and experience 
environmental education.  
 
Who is funding this research and what is it for?  
Exeter University and the Field Studies Council are jointly funding this research. The 
research will be used to form my final thesis and will be used to produce knowledge that will 
contribute towards how the FSC develop their education programmes to support the needs 
of learners. I hope that some of the research will also be written into academic journals and 
shared at conferences so the knowledge will be shared and have an impact in a wider 
context.  
 
What will this research involve? 
If your school chooses to take part in the research, you will need to sign the below consent 
form and send it back to me via email. Upon your school agreeing to take part information 
forms will then need to be sent to parents and guardians to ensure they are aware of the 
research. Students will be given the option to consent to participation in the research 
themselves, after ensuring they fully understand the purpose and context of the research. 
The data collection will then be carried out alongside your stay at Slapton Field Studies 
Centre. An initial group discussion will take place to ensure all participants understand the 
purpose and context of the research. Within this group discussion, students will be asked to 
volunteer to take part in focus groups and writing diaries. The first focus group will take part 
at the beginning of your stay and will discuss what feeling well and wellbeing means to the 
participants and the relationship between these feelings and the natural environment. The 
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second focus group will take part at the end of your stay and participants will be asked to 
create timelines of their stay, detailing key moments of the environmental education 
sessions that impacted their feelings of wellbeing. Participants will be asked to detail why 
particular moments made them feel that way. I will carry out the focus groups and would like 
to make sure you are happy with me running these without a teacher present to help 
students talk more openly, unless it is deemed necessary to have a teacher present. 
Participants will also be asked to complete diaries, the diaries will ask participants to log 
their feelings and experiences throughout their stay at FSC Slapton Ley – documenting key 
moments/activities that impacted their immediate feelings of wellbeing and in what way. The 
diaries will include a set of questions for the participants to answer to gain insight into their 
previous experiences and understandings of nature and wellbeing. If you would like to see 
the diary, please let me know and I can email it across to you. All of the research will be 
designed to fit around your stay and will fit in around your timetable for activities at FSC 
Slapton Ley.  
 
How will the information be used? 
Any data that is collected will be treated as confidential and will not be used in any way that 
could allow for the identification of any individual and the school. Data will be stored on a 
secure, password-protected database, under current data protection laws. Names of your 
students or school will never be used. The results of the research will be used to form part 
of my PhD thesis and will be used in research papers and presentations. Upon completion 
of my thesis I am happy to provide you with a summary of the research and results if you 





For the purpose of this research, we won’t be asking for parental consent for each student. 
Students are being asked to make their own decision about taking part in the research to 
ensure there is no external feelings of pressure to participate and to empower young people 
to make their own informed decisions about participation. Each student’s participation in the 
research is entirely voluntary and they will be reminded that they can withdraw from the 
research at any time during and after the research process. Students that volunteer to take 
part in discussion groups will be asked to sign a written consent form to demonstrate that 
they are happy to be voice recorded during the discussions. The research has full ethical 
approval from Exeter University ethics committee and I also have a full DBS check. If you 
would like to see a copy of the ethical guidelines, then please let me know.  
 
Further Information 
If you would like any further information on the research project and process please, don’t 
hesitate to contact me: rm642@exeter.ac.uk/07541797562 
It is important to know that as a school, you are happy to take part in this research 
project. If you are happy to take part in this research please sign the consent form 
below and return to me.  I will then send over further information for students and 
parent/guardians. Please remember participation is optional and is entirely your 
choice. Participants have the right to withdraw from the research at any stage should 
they no longer wish to take part 
 








I agree to the participation in the above research project. I have read and understood 
what the project involves and recognise that the school and students have the right 
to withdraw from participating at any time.  
I agree to send out a parent/guardian research information sheet to inform 
parents/guardians about the research 
I understand that all data will be kept confidentially and stored in accordance with 
current data protection laws. 
I understand that as part of the research consenting students will be asked to take 
part in focus groups and will be asked to keep diaries during their time at Slapton.  
I am happy for focus groups to be run by the researcher (Rachel) without a teacher 
present 
I understand that students’ participation in the research is entirely voluntary 
I understand that audiotapes will be used in this research with consenting students 
and that the identities of students will be kept confidential. 
































Your school has agreed to take part in a research project whilst on their field trip to the 
Slapton Ley Field Studies Centre. The research is a joint partnership between Exeter 
University and the Field Studies Council. Below is some information about the research 
project so you are aware of the activities your child will be involved in if they choose to 
participate.  
 
Title of project 
Exploring the relationship between environmental education and young people’s wellbeing 
 
Who is funding this research and what is it for?  
Exeter University and the Field Studies Council are jointly funding this research. The 
research will be used to form my final thesis and will be used to produce knowledge that will 
contribute towards how the FSC develop their education programmes to support the needs 
of learners. I hope that some of the research will also be written into academic journals and 
shared at conferences so the knowledge will be shared and have an impact in a wider 
context.  
 
Purpose of the research  
The central aim of this research is to explore the everyday experiences and practices within 
environmental education that contribute towards positive feelings of wellbeing in young 
people. Firstly, the research seeks to understand how young people define wellbeing and 
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secondly, how residential environmental education programmes influence daily feelings of 
wellbeing. There is a lack of accounts focusing on young people and their wellbeing in the 
setting of environmental education that prevents their voices becoming a part of the wider 
dialogue in the development of education programmes, this research will utilise student 
voice to understand how young people themselves define wellbeing and experience 
environmental education.  
 
What will the research involve? 
The research will involve two discussion groups and a diary for the students to keep during 
their stay. The first discussion group will discuss with the students what they understand by 
the term wellbeing and what makes them feel well and also environments that they think 
contribute towards their wellbeing. The second discussion group will discuss with students’ 
key moments about their stay, how they felt and what they learnt from these key moments. 
I will ask 8-10 volunteers to take part in the focus groups. The focus groups will be recorded; 
however, these recordings will not be used in any presentations so individuals can’t be 
recognised by voice and will be used for the sole purpose of turning into written scripts. All 
students will be invited to fill in diaries during their stay at FSC Slapton Ley. The diaries will 
ask students to document their feelings and experiences during their stay at FSC Slapton 
Ley and answer a few questions about their perceptions of wellbeing and natural 
environments.  
 
Your child’s participation 
For the purpose of this research, we won’t be asking for parental consent for each individual 
student. Students are being asked to make their own decision about taking part in the 
research to ensure there is no external feelings of pressure to participate and to empower 
young people to make their own informed decisions about participation. Each student’s 
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participation in the research is entirely voluntary and they will be reminded that they can 
withdraw from the research at any time during and after the research process. Students that 
volunteer to take part in discussion groups will be asked to sign a written consent form to 
demonstrate that they are happy to be voice recorded during the discussions. The name of 
the schools and the names of students will not be collected in this research, all data will be 
completely anonymous and confidential. The research has full ethical approval from Exeter 
University ethics committee and I also have a full DBS check. If you would like to see a copy 
of the ethical guidelines, then please let me know.  
 
How will the information be used? 
The data collected will be used for the purpose of my research. Any data that is collected 
will be treated as confidential and will not be used in any way that could allow for the 
identification of individuals and will be stored on a secure, password-protected database. 
Names of your child/children will never be used. The results of the research will be used to 
form part of my PhD thesis and will be used in research papers and presentations. Upon 
completion of the thesis, I am happy to provide you with a summary of the research and 
results if you wish to know the outcomes of the project.  
 
Further Information 
If you would like any further information on the research project and the process, or 
to discuss your child’s participation then please don’t hesitate to contact me: 
rm642@exeter.ac.uk 
Thank you very much for taking the time to read over the project information.  
Rachel Manning 











Appendix 5: Focus Group Consent Form 
Dear participant, 
Thank you for agreeing to take part in this research and volunteering to participate in 
the discussion group. I would like to ask permission to record the conversations that 
take place throughout our group discussion. I will make sure that no one can identify 
who you are from the recordings. The recordings will be turned into a written script 
and then the recording will be destroyed, this will ensure that no one can recognise 
you from your voice. Your name will also never be used within any of the research.  
Please remember that even though you have volunteered to take part in the 
discussions you can leave at any time. If you feel like you want to leave the discussion, 
then please let me know by either telling me or writing it down and showing me. If you 
would like to withdraw the information you have provided after the discussion or when 
you are back at school then please let me know by telling me or emailing me and I can 
remove your information from the research.  
Thank you for your time and interest in this research, please sign below to 
acknowledge that you have read and understand the information that I have provided 
you. 
Rachel Manning 








Agreement: I agree to be voice recorded as part of the discussion groups and 
for the information I provide to be used within the research. I understand that I 
can withdraw from the research at any stage and ask for the information I have 
provided to not be included in any part of the research. 
 
Name:                                                                  
Signature: 
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